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PART I

THE SHAPE OF AUDIENCE
RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION
Three Phases of Reception Studies

Pertti Alasuutari

The key idea of this book is to argue that a ‘third generation’ of reception
studies and audience ethnography is presently taking shape and will estab-
lish itself in the near future. However, the division of the development of
reception studies and audienceresearch into three ‘generations’ outlined in
this introductory chapter must not be taken matter-of-factly. Rather,. the
outline of the suggested division should be seen as a way of pointing out
an emergent trend, a direction audience research could take. There are ele-
ments in the present research that already lead the way to the new agenda
that future research should, in my view, address, but a solid body of
research tackling the new field of research is yet to be done. I hope that
with the book at hand we can help to address the new questions and out-
line the basic dimensions of the new field.

The role of this book, in other words, is to act as a midwife: to suggest a
‘story line’ in cultural media research, a way to read its history in such a
way that it points to the emergent trend outlined here and illustrated,
developed and discussed in the chapters of this book. This of course means
that the history of the ‘three generations’ told here is a retrospective view,
a history of the present (as Foucault says histories always are) or of an
anticipated future. Because media audience and reception research has
been a rich and many-faceted field, there would be many other ways to tell
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its history. Other stories would take up other aspects in the development of
the field, and would thus imply different worthwhile future trends. The
future is always open, and there will most probably be several future trends
in the field. As long as future developments are solutions to problems per-
ceived in past and present research, they will affect history-writing.

The ‘three generations’ talked about here must be understood
metaphorically also in the sense that the tradition of cultural media
research is at most a loose ‘school” and has throughout the years since its
inception incorporated research undertaken in other fields as influential
parts of the ‘tradition’. In that sense, its histories can only be told retro-
spectively, from the viewpoint of the present and future rather than the
perspective of the motives of the researchers counted as part of that ‘tra-
dition’. The influences of James Lull’s (1980a, 1980b) and Janice Radway’s
(1984) studies serve as good examples of this.

To recapitulate, the history of cultural media research told here is not the
only possible line of development that could be discerned in the field.
However, that does not mean that it is totally unsubstantiated. Instead, I
argue that many researchers in the field perceive the history in the way it
is outlined here. The ‘inscribed audience’ trend of media research is taking
its shape. To draw an outline of the emergent agenda, of the questions
addressed within it, let us first discuss the three phases of cultural media
research.

The first generation: reception research

The birth of reception studies in mass communication research is typically
dated back to Stuart Hall’s (1974) Encoding and Decoding in the Television
Discourse, which in its earliest version came out as a ‘Stencilled Occasional
Paper,” No. 7 in the Media Series of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies. What became known as reception research in media studies was
from the very beginning associated with cultural studies and the
Birmingham Centre, although it has later been pointed out that reception
theory also has other roots. First, in a sense it carried on and readdressed
the themes already raised in what was known as the ‘uses and gratifica-
tions” paradigm. Second, reception studies in mass communication
research was historically preceded and later influenced by German recep-
tion theory developed in late 1960s literary criticism.!

Despite other roots and influences, Hall’s encoding/decoding article
laid the foundation for and articulated the problems to be addressed in the
‘reception paradigm’ of what became known as ‘media studies’. Media
studies was understood as a branch of the broader intellectual movement
called cultural studies. Hall’s article really presents a fairly simple model,
but it was partly just because of its elegant simplicity that it gained a rep-
utation as a key text.
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When compared to earlier communication models (e.g. Gerbner, 1956;
Lasswell, 1948; Shannon and Weaver, 1963), Hall’s encoding/decoding
model is actually not a very radical change. Like the older models, it
approaches (mass) communication as a process whereby certain messages
are sent and then received with certain effects. For instance, it does not
approach television and other mass media in themselves as part of modern
society and its structures, and neither does it address the fact that the
media are constitutive of or at least affect the communicated events.
However, the reception paradigm Hall promoted did involve a shift from
a technical to a semiotic approach to messages. A message was no longer
understood as some kind of a package or a ball that the sender throws to
the receiver. Instead, the idea that a message is encoded by a programme
producer and then decoded (and made sense of) by the receivers means
that the sent and received messages are not necessarily identical, and dif-
ferent audiences may also decode a programme differently. Hall does not
altogether dismiss the assumption that a message may have an effect, but
the semiotic framework he introduces means that one moves away from a
behaviouristic stimulus-response model to an interpretive framework,
where all effects depend on an interpretation of media messages.

At a certain point [. . .] the broadcasting structures must yield an encoded mes-
sage in the form of a meaningful discourse. The institution-societal relations of
production must pass into and through the modes of a language for its products
to be ‘realized’. This initiates a further differentiated moment, in which the
formal rules of discourse and language operate. Before this message can have an
‘effect’ (however defined), or satisfy a ‘need’ or be put to a ‘use’, it must first be
perceived as a meaningful discourse and meaningfully de-coded. It is this set of
de-coded meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence, entertain, instruct or per-
suade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or
behavioural consequences. (Hall, 1974: 3)

With this linguistic or semiotic turn that Hall proposes, the arguments
about effects are effectively swallowed up or at least made dependent
upon people’s interpretations or thought processes. This turn could have
led directly to a kind of radical phenomenology where everything —includ-
ing, say, the ‘structures of production” Hall talks about — is conceived as a
social and linguistic construct. Instead of such a big leap, Hall concen-
trates on applying the semiotic perspective to what he calls the
‘determinate moments’ of first ‘encoding’” and then ‘decoding’.

In the moment when the historical event passes under the sign of language, it is
subject to all the complex ‘rules’ by which language signifies. To put it para-
doxically, the event must become a ‘story’ before it can become a communicative
event. In that moment, the formal sub-rules of language are ‘in dominance’,
without, of course, subordinating out of existence the historical event so signi-
fied, or the historical consequences of the event having been signified in this
way. (Hall, 1974: 2)
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Questions about the role of language and signification are a can of worms
in social sciences. Keeping the can firmly closed leads to a mechanistic
and simplistic understanding of social phenomena, but once you open it
there is the danger that the worms will eat the whole theoretical structure
and notion of society. Hall’s solution to just peek into the can is clever: he
is able to take the role of rhetoric into account to some extent, but other-
wise — for instance as far as his notion of social structures is concerned — he
sticks to a realistic conception of language.

However, this solution led to an obsession with ‘determinate moments’,
especially the moment of ‘decoding’, in reception research. From the per-
spective of the encoding/decoding model it appears that the ideological
effects of programming are dependent on the particular strategic moment
when the encoded media message enters the brain of an individual viewer.

Hall (1974) suggests that there are four ‘ideal-type’ positions from
which decodings of mass communication by the audience can be made:
within the dominant or hegemonic code the connotative level of the mes-
sages is decoded in terms of the dominant of preferred meanings; the
professional code is what the professional broadcasters employ when trans-
mitting a message which has already been signified in a hegemonic
manner; the negotiated code contains a mixture of adaptive and opposi-
tional elements; and finally the oppositional code is the position where a
viewer perfectly understands both the literal and connotative inflection
given to an event, but determines to decode the message ‘in a globally con-
trary way’.

The encoding/decoding model suggested by Hall created a series of
empirical studies about the reception of television programmes by differ-
ent audiences, the first one of which was David Morley’s The Nationwide
Audience (1980).2 By selecting different groups of people and showing them
the Nationwide public affairs television programme, Morley could more or
less confirm and develop Hall’s idea about the four codes discussed above.
For instance, the art students whose reception of the programme Morley
studied more or less represented the ‘professional code’. An innovative,
schematic theory had led to the beginning of an empirical project to be car-
ried on by an enthusiastic group of new researchers.

The second generation: audience ethnography

Morley’s seminal study was soon followed by studies about the reception
of, especially, romantic serials (Ang, 1985; Hobson, 1982; Katz and Liebes,
1984; Liebes, 1984; Liebes and Katz, 1990). What became known as quali-
tative audience reception studies meant that one analyses a programme
and studies its reception among a particular audience by conducting ‘in-
depth’ interviews of its viewers. However, along with an increasing
number of empirical reception studies, there occurred a series of gradual
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shifts in the whole reception paradigm, so that we could say that a new
audience ethnography paradigm was created.

First, there was a move away from an interest in conventional politics to
identity politics, particularly to questions about gender. This can be seen,
for instance, in the fact that a slackening interest in the reception of public
affairs programmes was balanced out by a growing interest in fictional
programmes, particularly romantic serials. These studies concentrated on
the politics of gender, on the discourses within which gender is dealt with
in the programmes, and how women viewers interpret and make use of
the offered readings against the background of their everyday life and
experiences. As Ann Gray points out in Chapter 2, feminist scholarship
especially has had an important role here in breaking new ground and
addressing new questions in reception research.

Second, at the expense of a diminishing interest in programme con-
tents, much more emphasis was laid on the functions of the medium, as is
the case with, for instance, James Lull’s (1980a, 1980b) analyses of the
social uses of television or David Morley’s Family Television (1986). The
growing interest in the functions of television in the family could be seen
partly as a rebirth of the older American uses and gratifications paradigm.
However, unlike the old paradigm, in the new audience ethnography one
focuses on television as a social resource for conversation or on the way in
which television use reflects and reproduces (gendered) relations of power
in family life. A large project about the role of information and communi-
cation technologies in the home also reflected the increased interest in the
social uses of television and other media (Silverstone, 1991; Silverstone et
al. 1991).

Third, even when the studies of this second generation dealt with a
particular programme or serial, researchers started to look at reception
from the audience’s end of the chain. One does not try to explain a recep-
tion of a programme by probing into an ‘interpretive community’ (Fish,
1979). Instead, one studies the everyday life of a group, and relates the use
of (areception of) a programme or a medium to it. One studies the role of
the media in everyday life, not the impact (or meaning) of everyday life on
the reception of a programme (e.g. Gray, 1992; Hermes, 1995).

People representing the second generation of reception studies like to
emphasize that they are doing or that one should do proper ethnographic
case studies of ‘interpretive communities’. One even talks about an ‘ethno-
graphic turn’ quite comparable to the previous ‘linguistic turn’. Like classic
anthropologists such as Malinowski (1961 [1922)), it has been argued that
a proper ethnographic study in audience ethnography entails at least sev-
eral months’ stay in the ‘field’ (Drotner, 1992) — a demand which, strangely
enough, is presented at a time when anthropologists and qualitative soci-
ologists are increasingly questioning the whole notion of a ‘field” (Gupta
and Ferguson, 1997). On the other hand, what is called an ‘ethnographic
study’ often simply amounts to qualitative ‘in-depth’ interviews of a group
of people, which is of course quite understandable as one bears in mind
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that most television or video viewing takes place in very small and private
settings. There are restrictions to an ethnographer’s possibilities of doing a
long-term participant observation study in a home.

The third generation: a constructionist view

The starting point for the new agenda of cultural audience studies could be
dated back to the late 1980s, when a number of writers began to question
and discuss the premises of audience ethnography (Allor, 1988; Ang, 1989,
1990; Fiske, 1988, 1990; Grossberg, 1988; Lull, 1988; Radway, 1988). For
instance Allor (1988), Grossberg (1988) and Radway (1988) emphasized
that there isn’t really such a thing as the ‘audience’ out there; one must bear
in mind that audience is, most of all, a discursive construct produced by a
particular analytic gaze. As Grossberg puts it, ‘media audiences are shift-
ing constellations, located within varying multiple discourses which are
never entirely outside of the media discourse themselves’ (1988: 386).
Radway (1988) emphasized that, instead of one particular circuit of pro-
ducer, text and audience, people’s daily lives must be the point of
departure and object of research. Traditional ethnography was heavily
criticized. On the other hand, other researchers, such as Lull (1988), were
concerned with a development where some cultural studies theorists were
enthusiastic about the impossibility of doing empirical work, although (or
because) they had never even tried it.

We must not, however, conceive of the third generation as a clear-cut
paradigm with a definite time of birth, let alone a list of studies or
researchers representing it. It is an emergent trend, evident not only in the
critical discussion outlined above but also in the ‘discussion” parts of many
‘second generation’ studies, where researchers place their study in a larger
framework.

This wave of critique and self-reflection meant a thoroughrethinking of
the place of the media in everyday life, the concept of ‘audience’ and,
along with that, the place of media research itself in the whole picture. As
a consequence, a new agenda or third generation of cultural audience
studies emerged, although many of its implications are still to be spelled
out.

The third generation entails a broadened frame within which one con-
ceives of the media and media use. One does not necessarily abandon
ethnographic case studies of audiences or analyses of individual pro-
grammes, but the main focus is not restricted to finding out about the
reception or ‘reading’ of a programme by a particular audience. Rather, the
objective is to get a grasp of our contemporary ‘media culture’, particularly
as it can be seen in the role of the media in everyday life, both as a topic and
as an activity structured by and structuring the discourses within which it
is discussed. One is interested in the discourses within which we conceive
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of our roles as the public and the audience, and how notions of pro-
grammes-with-an-audience or messages-with-an-audience are inscribed in
both media messages and assessments about news events and about what
is going on in the ‘world’. The third generation resumes an interest in pro-
grammes and programming, but not as texts studied in isolation from their
usage as a element of everyday life. Furthermore, it adds a neglected layer
of reflexivity to the research on the ‘reception” of media messages by
addressing the audience’s notions of themselves as the ‘audience’.

The second generation of reception studiesinvolved a move away from
the media to ‘interpretive communities’ of the everyday, even to the extent
that, for instance, Jensen argued that ‘the central object of analysis of mass
communication research lies outside the media, in the cultures and com-
munities of which media and audiences are constituents’ (1990: 14). As
Schreder puts it, ‘this development towards ethnography and the every-
day is now threatening to write the media, as the focus of research, out of
existence’ (1994: 338). The third generation brings the media back to media
studies, but conceives of the media and media messages in a broader sense
than just as an encoded text to be then decoded by a particular ‘interpretive
community’. A study may start out from such a research design, but the big
picture one wants to shed light on, or the big question to pursue, is the cul-
tural place of the media in the contemporary world. It may entail questions
about the meaning and use of particular programmes to particular groups
of people, but it also includes questions about the frames within which we
conceive of the media and their contents as reality and as representations —
or distortions — of reality. And how are these frames or discourses about the
programmes and about viewing and audiences inscribed in the pro-
grammes themselves? What are the cultural concerns that surround media
use and media messages? This big research programme also includes ques-
tioning the role of media research itself. How are these concerns inscribed
in the theoretical models of mass communication research? What is the
place of expert knowledge produced by media researchers in enhancing or
quieting down public concerns, and in reproducing or transforming the
frames within which the media and ‘audiencing’ (that is, being in the posi-
tion of the audience, see Fiske 1993) are perceived?

This does not mean that everything should be attempted in any single
study. Neither does it imply that we should return to a macro-level inves-
tigation of the function of the media, and forget about ‘audience
ethnographies’. Rather, in a way the new agenda of audience research
reclaims the meaning of ethnography. Among anthropologists ethnogra-
phy means something like ‘social and cultural analysis in a particular
setting, based on extensive first-hand research’. Ethnography and ‘field-
work’” vary considerably from researcher to researcher, and they also
depend on the society being studied, but they often include the gamut
from surveys and interviews to naturalistic observations. During recent
years anthropologists themselves have begun to question the meaning of
‘field’ and fieldwork in what is now often called our ‘postmodern’ world.
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Traditionally even anthropologists studying highly developed and urban-
ized societies have selected a remote rural community, typically a village,
to do their fieldwork, but urban and multiple-method ethnography is
becoming much more common. And even if anthropologists have selected
a particular community as an empirical starting point, they have made use
of all the data and statistics available about a country and cultural area
they are trying to get a grasp of. Anthropologists are increasingly aware of
the difficulties in defining the Other, the object of research. How does an
anthropologist, for instance, relate to ‘native’ social researchers: should
the anthropologist assume that he or she can outwit the native informant
simply because of an outsider’s view, weighed against the native’s years
and years of ‘participant observation” and a lifelong ‘field experience? Or
how should an emigrant who has returned to study his country of origin
conceive of the ‘native’ or ‘Other’ in himself, as John Stewart (1989) ques-
tions in his study. Or does an American show on local television represent
the ‘Other’ or a ‘foreign” element in the everyday life of a people?

As social researchers studying our own culture and society we are quite
comparable to anthropologists studying ‘other’ cultures. Compared with
anthropologists, who often have a cultural distance that enables them to
see the forest for the trees, we have the disadvantage of being insiders.
That is why we have to work hard, develop theoretical perspectives and
methods that will better enable us to take distance, to see the bigger picture
and ourselves in it too. On the other hand, we have the advantage of a very
long personal field experience. We know a lot about the culture, and we
possess what Clifford Geertz (1983) calls ‘local knowledge”: we master in
practice many of the rules and discourses we are trying to make our objects
of reflection and questioning. In light of our abundant field experience, it
is ridiculous to think of a media ethnography in terms of so-and-so many
months of participant observation: ‘fieldwork’ has actually started years
before we knew anything about a particular site we are going to study.
Similarly, the duration of participant observation or any active part of data
gathering depends on the particular study in mind.

Outlining aspects of the new agenda

Above, the retrospective story of the development of cultural media
research has been told in terms of three generations of studies. The devel-
opment was characterized first as a turn from the encoding/decoding
model to audience ethnography and then to a discursive or construction-
ist view of the media and audiences. The different dimensions and
implications of the new agenda are still to be explored by future research,
but I suggest that we can already identify certain emergent trends in media
research as implications of the discursive or constructionist turn. An
increasing reflexivity, a move from audience psychology to sociology, and
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a development towards addressing a whole ‘media culture’ instead of only
mass communication are such trends, which can be identified by taking a
retrospective look at the development of mass communication research.
Let me now discuss these trends in the light of previous research and the
chapters of this book.

Increased reflexivity

One of the gradual developments in cultural and media studies has been to
reflect upon and to take distance from the cultural concerns embedded in
the way we conceive of contemporary society and its characteristic new
phenomena, such as mass communication and mass culture. The relation
to these phenomena has been difficult in cultural studies and in critical
social theory more generally, because a central objective of cultural studies
has been to be critical of ‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’ society, and in that
sense it itself includes a moral stance. However, to be ‘critical’ in the ana-
lytic sense requires that in one’s perspective to the phenomena under
scrutiny one is not led or blindfolded by culturally given concerns.

The Marxist background and influence of cultural studies writing and
research has been evident in an interest in ideology, and in the processes
through which the working class has been kept content with its social
position and conditions. In particular, the Frankfurt School, and especially
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, has emphasized that commer-
cially produced mass culture and the ‘culture industry’ possess a central
role in this respect. Although cultural studies is particularly known for its
less elitist and more complex relation to mass culture, Richard Hoggart, as
an early figure, still shared many of the Frankfurt School’s concerns in
this respect:

The Derby Survey suggests that fiction of one sort or another accounts for
between 75 and 80 per cent of publiclibrary issues; and most librarians would
say, I think, that much of this fiction is of a very poor kind. [. . .] In the public
libraries the issues of the class ‘history, biography, travel’ form the biggest single
non-fiction group, probably accounting now for a quarter to one-third of all
non-fiction issues. Again, many librarians would say, I believe, that the books
included in that general heading are often of little value. (Hoggart, 1958: 332--3)

In Hoggart’s view, as a consequence of the consumption of ‘poor fiction’,
the intellectual minority of the working class moves over to the middle
class and the class as a whole becomes passive. Previously, Hoggart thinks,
the working class read — or was offered — better popular culture, but the
new mass culture is demoralizing:

They can be accused (as can all else for which they stand as examples: the thin
bonhomie of many television programmes, the popular film, much in commercial
radio), not of failing to be highbrow, but of not being truly concrete and personal.
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The quality of life, the kind of response, the rootedness in a wisdom and matu-
rity which a popular and non-highbrow art can possess may be as valuable in
their own ways as those of a highbrow art. These productions do not contribute
to a sounder popular art but discourage it. (Hoggart, 1958: 339)

As said, Hoggart shares many of the Frankfurt School’s views, with the
exception that he does not dismiss mass culture offhand. His view does
reproduce the cultural distinction between art and mass culture, but it
allows the study of highbrow — as well as popular culture — products from
the viewpoint of their radicalism or conservatism: whether they produce
and reproduce or challenge the prevalent ideology, for instance the rela-
tions between the sexes.

It has been a central theme in cultural studies to search for possibilities
of resistance in mass culture and everyday life. For instance, Janice
Radway finds elements of resistance and compensation in women’s read-
ing of the Harlequin series romances:

It is combative in the sense that it enables them to refuse the other-directed
social role prescribed for them by their position within the institution of mar-
riage. In picking up a book, as they have so eloquently told us, they refuse
temporarily their family’s otherwise constant demand that they attend to the
wants of others even as they act deliberately to do something for their own pri-
vate pleasure. Their activity is compensatory, then, in that it permits them to
focus on themselves and to carve out a solitary space within an arena where
their self-interest is usually identified with the interests of others and where they
are defined as a public resource to be mined at will by the family. For them,
romance reading addresses needs created in them but not met by patriarchal
institutions and engendering practices. (Radway, 1984: 211)

After the publication of some key texts, such as the book Resistance through
Rituals (Hall and Jefferson, 1976), it became extremely popular in cultural
studies-influenced research to find elements of resistance in the consump-
tion of mass cultural products or for instance in youth subcultures.
Whatever researchers studied, they seemed to find symbolic resistance.
Another, related theme in cultural and media studies theorizing was the
emphasis on the active role of the receiver; a theme which got one of its
most influential formulations in Hall’s encoding/decodingarticle discussed
above. The point that messages have to be decoded before they could have
any meaning or effect was sound, but detached from a broader theoretical
context and reinterpreted in a political framework it ceased to form a basis
for innovative research. John Fiske’s optimism in the face of television
viewer’s possibilities to actively produce their readings and interpretations
is often considered as an extreme example. Fiske (1987: 236) even talks
about television’s ‘semiotic democracy’, by which he refers to its delegation
of production of meaning to its viewers. After such a celebration of the role
of the viewer or consumer, many people in the field felt that they had had
enough of it. That kind of cultural studies theorizing had come to an end.
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It is important to notice that the celebration of the active viewer or of
possibilities of resistance through mass culture is still fixed to theidea that
the consumption of (mass) culture has to be legitimated. Reading romances
or watching a television serial is granted a legitimation by showing that it
is somehow valuable or useful, or at least not totally harmful. While the
older highbrow/lowbrow distinction was totally based on criteria set by the
cultural product, the new conception sets criteria according to the way a
product is consumed. It is a move away from the sphere of aesthetics to the
political, or one could say that it politicizes the aesthetics of everyday life,
but it is nevertheless a reproduction of the hierarchical notion of culture.

Ien Ang has been one of the first to question this perspective on mass
culture. Although she has preserved the feminist interest in looking for
emancipatory potential in media reception, she also notes that the con-
sumption of mass culture always has to do with pleasure, and that it is in
no way necessary to think that pleasure has to be instrumentalized.

It seems therefore impossible to ascertain whether the pleasure of Dallas that is
based on a recognition of and identification with the tragic structure of feeling
is intrinsically progressive or conservative, and therefore politically good or
bad - such a question would moreover contain an instrumentalist conception of
pleasure, as though pleasure itself doesn’t much matter — because that pleasure
is first and foremost connected with the fictional nature of the position and solu-
tions which the tragic structure of feeling constructs, not with their ideological
content. (Ang, 1985: 135)

It is obvious that the instrumentalist perspective of mass communication
research on its object is not of its own making; it is only echoing culturally
embedded concerns about mass media. In fact, the whole of media research
has been formed to address these concerns; for instance, how powerful or
harmful are the effects of mass communication and its contents? There is of
course really nothing wrong about addressing people’s concerns with the
help of systematic research, but it is also useful to ask where such concerns
stem from in the culture and society. What are the main reasons for the con-
cerns surrounding media use? What do they tell us about the way in which
we conceive of the role of mass communication as part of contemporary
complex societies? Whose concerns are they particularly?

Recent research shows that media use is in many ways a moral question.
For instance, when talking about their TV viewing, people tend to explain,
justify and excuse themselves for watching fictional programmes and par-
ticularly soap operas, whereas they may talk about watching the news
and current affairs programmes as if it were a civic duty (Alasuutari, 1992;
Hagen, 1992, 1994a, 1994b).

These observations at once speak to several interesting social and cultural
phenomena. For one thing, the ‘moral hierarchy’ of television programmes
shows how hierarchies are reproduced in modern societies: we all con-
tribute to naturalizing the ‘legitimate taste’ (Bourdieu, 1984), especially
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represented by the habits and attitudes of upper-middle-class males, by the
discourses within which we talk about different genres of fact and fiction.
Moreover, in so doing we reproduce a utilitarian attitude to fiction and to
the media, and by preferring fact over fiction we naturalize a conventional
notion of politics.

Finally, an analysis of these discourses leads us to inquire into their his-
tory and present uses in society. As the studies referred to above point
out, the moral tensions surrounding our media use are not just private con-
cerns, but instead reflect the discourses within which media policies are
organized and legitimated. Public service institutions, especially in their
previously common state monopoly position, utilized the notion of ‘mass
culture’ or lowbrow’ to legitimate the programme policy of showing what
citizens need, instead of what they want. As len Ang puts it:

A history of European public service broadcasting in general could be written
from this perspective: a narrative in which the resistance of the audience against
its objectification in the name of highminded, national cultural ideals drives the
story forward. (1991: 101)

Continuing Ang’s line of thought, in Chapter 6 Heikki Hellman discusses
how different configurations of viewers also provide the paradigms of
programming policy and the discourses by which to legitimate different
programme policies. Hellman's analysis leads us to ask whether the recent
problematization of the distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ in media
research reflects, perhaps also contributes to, the international and espe-
cially European deregulation of media policy. From this perspective, the
celebration of the active audience and the emancipatory potential of dif-
ferent programmes and genres can be seen as just another discourse useful
in justifying or opposing media policies and politics.

Media researchers’ increased reflexivity in relation to the discourses
within which we conceive of and talk about, say, the role of the audience
has meant that reception studies and qualitative audience research cannot
totally ignore a media policy perspective. This also entails that the
researchers have to reflect on their own position and therole of research: as
researchers we cannot naively assume to hold a detached, divine position
outside the society we are studying. No matter how unbiased, neutral and
objective researchers want to remain, we have to acknowledge and take
into account that, as soon as social science discourses about the media and
audiences leave the desk of their author, they become part of public dis-
course used for different purposes.

We can also talk about increased reflexivity on the side of ordinary
people as audiences. Or, to be more precise, it is probably a researchers’
delusion to assume that people have become more reflective in their
relationship to the media. It is rather that constructionist qualitative
audience research, more than previous paradigms, is able to pay atten-
tion to the fact that ordinary people do not just watch TV without any
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reflection on that activity as a whole. As Birgitta Hoijer discusses in
Chapter 9, there are also common-knowledge discourses within which
to talk about, assess or criticize one’s own or someone else’s media use.
As ordinary citizens we also share different cultural images of the media
(see Chapter 5), and as Joke Hermes shows in Chapter 4, there are dif-
ferent discourses within which to deal with media figures and
celebrities. The shared frames and discourses used in articulating issues
related to the media necessarily affect our own relationship to them
because, after all, reality only exists to us through meanings, discourses
and discursive practices.

The discourses surrounding audiences, media and media use both
form and circle around an intersection between everyday life, politics
and media research. For instance, as Ingunn Hagen shows in Chapter 7
and John Tulloch in Chapter 8, television professionals — journalists, pro-
ducers and drama directors — all have their images and constructs of
audiences, often partly formed with the help of constructs, such as ratings
figures, that media research provides them. Moreover, as John Tulloch
vividly shows, national and global politics are fed in, for instance,
through soap opera writers, producers or viewers suggesting social prob-
lems and political issues that could be dealt with in the series. All these
different discourses and audience and media constructs become part of
common knowledge, and thus affect our notions about the media and
media use.

From audience psychology to sociology

The development toward a discursive or constructionist approach in
media reception and qualitative audience research has also meant that
researchers have taken more distance from the ‘determinate moment’ of
decoding. A psychological interest in viewers’ mental processing and inter-
pretation of media messages has given way to a more sociological
perspective, within which one studies the range of frames and discourses
on the media and their contents as a topic in its own right, not as a lens
through which to peek into individual acts of reception.

This increased distance taken from a psychological research interest
can also be seen as a long, gradual process. With his encoding/decoding
model Hall took distance from a behaviouralist theory, wherein one con-
ceives of the process of mass communication in terms of ‘effects’, ‘uses’ or
‘gratifications’. Hall points out that these concepts ‘are themselves framed
by structures of understanding, as well as social and economic structures
which shape its “realization” at the reception end of the chain, and which
permit the meanings signified in language to be transposed into conduct
or consciousness’ (1974: 4). Although Hall, by introducing the semiotic
perspective to media reception, did break away from behaviourism, his
model retained a fairly psychological aspect by suggesting that there is a
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determinate moment of reception which one should concentrate on. This
turned researchers’ attention to the mental processes whereby viewers
perceive and interpret messages. The underlying idea here is that, since
the culture-bound concepts by which one makes sense of reality provide
the horizon for interpreting new messages, the same message is not
exactly the same for different individuals. As Schreder (1987: 19), for
instance, formulates the big question in a review article assessing the state
of the art of audience research as it was at that time: ‘Do people who
watch the same programme actually see the same programme?’

The first attempts to address that question were simply based on the
idea that, instead of a social survey, one needs a more qualitative approach
such as ‘in-depth’ interviews to be able to probe into the cultural reality of
a community or an individual. However, it was soon pointed out that
meanings are produced in a community. It was emphasized that the indi-
vidual audience member is a social being with a specific cultural identity
created by the interpersonal relations of the communities to which he or
she belongs. That is why it was thought that one needs to study groups,
preferably natural audiences, which ‘negotiate social meanings from their
encounter with screen events’ (Schreder, 1987: 19).

Let us take Liebes and Katz’s study of cross-cultural readings of Dallas
(Liebes and Katz, 1990), a typical ‘decoding study’, as an illustrative exam-
ple of the methodological problems for which ‘third generation’ thinking
provides a new angle. From this angle, even the same empirical findings
can be seen in a new light.

Liebes and Katz wanted to study how ‘viewers selectively perceive,
interpret and evaluate the programme in terms of local cultures and per-
sonal experiences’ by studying four different groups within Israeli society
(Israeli Russians, Arab citizens of Israel, Moroccan Jews, and kibbutz mem-
bers who are mostly Israeli-born), second-generation Americans in Los
Angeles, and Japanese in Japan (1990: 20-4). Although the research design
was ambitious in trying to compare several cultures, actually there was no
tieldwork, and the idea about a national and ethnic ‘interpretive commu-
nity’ as the explanation for possible differences in ‘decoding’ was
‘operationalized’ so that the researchers asked their subject families to
invite two other couples to their homes to watch a sample episode
together, and to be interviewed. That was their solution to the problem
that, as Katz and Liebes put it: ‘We do not know how to sample thoughts
without provoking them, or how to sample conversations without con-
structing them’ (1985: 10).

The way in which Liebes and Katz present the results of their analysis
shows how they conceive of the actual object of analysis. By applying
Roman Jakobson'’s theory, they distinguish ‘referential reading’ and ‘crit-
ical reading’. According to them, referential reading connects the
programme and real life. Viewers relate to characters as real people and in
turn relate these real people to their own real worlds. Meanwhile, critical
reading frames discussions of the programme as a fictional construction
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with aesthetic rules. Referential readings are more emotionally involving,
whereas critical readings are more cognitive, since they deal with genres,
dynamics of plot and thematics of the story (Liebes and Katz, 1990: 100).

To compare the different groups’ ‘readings’, the researchers counted
the ratio of referential to critical utterances in the group discussions. The
idea was to classify ‘every statement that connects an observation about
the programme with an observation about real life or about the pro-
gramme as text or artistic construction’ (Liebes and Katz, 1990: 101).
Comparisons between the groups then show that they differ significantly
in the ratio of referential to critical utterances. The most critical utterances
were made by the Russians, followed by Americans and kibbutzniks, fol-
lowed by Moroccan Jews and Arabs. ‘Higher education also increases the
proportion of critical statements, but even when education is held constant,
the rank order of ethnic differences remains unchanged’ (Liebes and Katz,
1990: 101).

Although codes such as ‘referential” and ‘critical’ can quite reliably be
identified in interview texts, a major problem in Liebes and Katz’s study is
that they equate the two types of discourse with two kinds of perceiving or
‘reading’ Dallas as a programme. It is simply assumed that individuals
who predominantly speak about the episode by referential utterances take
the programme as real.

This hasty equation of interview talk with a decoding of a programme
or with cognitive structures inherent in a culture or ‘interpretive commu-
nity’ is challenged in present-day media research, influenced by different
trends of discourse analysis. From a discourse-analytic perspective, the
idea is not to treat the interviewees’ talk as a screen through which to look
inside their head. Instead, the idea is to start by studying the interview
text — or any texts or transcriptions of conversations for that matter —in its
own right. What is going on in the interview text and in the interaction sit-
uation? How do the participants (the interviewer and the interviewee)
co-construct and negotiate their roles, definitions of the situation, or dif-
ferent objects of talk? What frames, discourses or ‘interpretive repertoires’
(Hermes, 1995; Potter and Wetherell, 1987) are invoked, and what func-
tions do they serve?

This change of perspective from treating interviews as a picture of
‘decoding’ to treating them as discourses on the media and everyday life,
a turn whose implications media researchers have only begun to chart
through empirical research, was due to the ethnographic turn discussed
above. Since studies such as David Morley’s Family Television (1986) began
to perceive the media from the viewpoint of the everyday, as household
appliances used in different ways amidst domestic life, it was natural to
start conceiving of individuals’ talk on the media and their contents as just
topics among other topics. The different discourses within which the
media were talked about could then be seen as different uses of the media
as a topic, each explainable by the context in which it is used and by the
function it serves.
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From this perspective, the different ‘decodings’ or typologies of ‘read-
ing’ can be assessed in a new context. Let us take Liebes and Katz’s (1990)
study as an example. Continuing the central problematics of the first gen-
eration of reception studies — that is, the question about the media’s
ideological effects and people’s oppositional potential — Liebes and Katz
(1990) distinguished referential and critical readings.®> Underlying these
typologies is the researchers’ interest in seeing whether viewers are critical
of what they are shown, and what factors have an impact on individuals’
ability to be critical. For instance, Liebes and Katz (1990: 101) explain the
American Dallas viewers’ high ratio of critical statements by them being
well acquainted both with the real Dallas and with real Hollywood.
However, from a discourse-analytic perspective one would ask, what are
the contexts, the points people want to make in a discussion, in which
people discuss the series as a performance? Or more generally, what are the
themes and topics that watching and asking about Dallas invoke? For
instance, it can be suggested that the American respondents shared the
same concern with the respondents in my study (Alasuutari, 1992); when
accounting for watching serials they wanted to assure the interviewer that
they are not naive in their attitudes towards fictional programmes.
Through their explanations and justifications people wanted to dissociate
themselves from the specific kind of attitude toward television which is
regarded as injurious or shameful.

From this perspective, the ‘reception’ of a programme or genre can be
given a more sociological meaning. We are interested in it as a topic in a
given society. What are the embedded problems and concerns that evoke it
as a topic? What are the viewpoints and subject positions taken in the dis-
course? How, and by whom, is it discussed in public, and how do people
in everyday-life conversations refer to or comment on the public discus-
sions about it?

A ‘reception’ study devised along these lines does not necessarily
analyse the programme or genre ‘itself’ at all. For instance, Hermes’ (1995)
study of women’s magazine readers concentrates on the repertoires people
evoke in discussing their magazine use, and in that sense defines the cul-
tural position of that media genre. In a similar vein Gripsrud’s The Dynasty
Years (1995) treats Dynasty as a historical phenomenon, part of a particular
period, tied to certain conjunctures in American, and more generally,
Western society. Although he concentrates on a particular series, the object
is not the product Dynasty ‘as such’; rather, it is the totality of ‘Dynasty
texts’, the public debate and discussion developed around it in the 1980s.

Addressing media culture

All in all, the new agenda of cultural studies entails a shift to addressing
media use and reception in an even broader perspective. Instead of only
treating media messages from the viewpoint of their truthfulness or effects,
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the media and programmes and messages are also seen as part of social
reality.

Life in contemporary societies increasingly revolves around the media
and modern communication technologies. In fact, they are constitutive of
the whole world system, where individuals and nation states are com-
plexly dependent upon - and in a real-time connection with —~ each other.
We more or less share the same topics world-wide, be they current events,
pop stars, movies or television programmes. As a topic, there is no episte-
mological difference between fact and fiction, although they are framed
differently in everyday conversations.

Because of the relative novelty of the contemporary ‘media cultures’,
and the rapid development in communication technology, world cultures
have to continuously renew the frames within which to conceive of the
new ‘mediascape’ within which people lead their daily lives. Old and new
epistemologies often live side by side, and rapid social change often causes
confusion and fears.

As an essential aspect of contemporary cultures, the media and the
frames within which they are conceived deserve critical, reflective, empir-
ical research, and in the face of the social changes, media research also has
to renew itself. For instance, the old question of whether mass communi-
cation affects its audience or whether the audiences have an active role is —
within the broader societal frame — roughly the same as to ask whether
society has an impact on the individual. Such questions are framed much
too narrowly. As I see it, the task of the emerging new agenda of cultural
audience studies is to study different phenomena related to contempo-
rary media cultures empirically, and in such a way that researchers are not
blinded by their own fears and concerns.

Organization of the book

Thebook at hand makes an overview of the present shape and the evolv-
ing new agenda of reception research and qualitative media studies. It is
divided into two parts.

Part I discusses the development and present shape of the field at a
more general level. In Chapter 2 Ann Gray discusses especially the role of
feminist scholarship in the development of ethnographic research and
reception research as a whole. She also discusses how the increased inter-
est in identity politics in media studies created a partly gendered division
between ‘public knowledge’ and ‘popular culture’ projects, and how the
proponents of the public knowledge project, from the viewpoint of their
traditional conception of politics, criticize the popular culture project for
redirecting attention away from the ‘real” world, without realizing how
biased that perspective is. In Chapter 3 Kim Schreder discusses the
methodological development and divisions within mass communication
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research. He shows how both ‘camps’, qualitative and quantitative
research, have their weaknesses, and by giving a concrete example shows
that the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. They can be comple-
mentarily combined in a single study.

The chapters in Part II map out different dimensions of the new agenda.
These chapters discuss how there are shared images and notions about
practically all elements of mediated communication, and how these
notions play a crucial role in affecting not only the media but society at
large.

In Chapter 4 Joke Hermes discusses the various ways in which media
figures, fictive or real-life constructions play a role in mediated communi-
cation and everyday life. In Chapter 5 I discuss different cultural images of
the media. In Chapter 6 Heikki Hellman discusses how public service and
commercial broadcasting policies are legitimized, and how these dis-
courses have changed along with the recent development of the
multichannel television universe.

Chapters 7-9 concentrate on the notions and constructions of the audi-
ence by different parties. In Chapter 7 Ingunn Hagen concentrates on the
images various media employees, especially those of broadcasting institu-
tions, have of audiences and the general public. In Chapter 8 John Tulloch
discusses how television fiction professionals’ knowledge and conceptions
of a targeted audience and its taste are taken into account already in pro-
gramme production. In Chapter 9 Birgitta Hoijer discusses the viewers’
notions, or ‘meta-cognitions’, of the audience.

The last word is given to David Morley. As an active and prominent
figure in reception and audience studies through all its phases, Morley
gives his assessment of the ‘third generation’ of reception research in the
light of the chapters in this book.

Notes

1. More precisely, that paradigm can be dated back to 1969, when Hans Robert
Jauss published his essay Paradigmawechsel in der Literaturwissenschaft’. In that
essay, Jauss himself characterizes the ideas he presents as a paradigm shift in liter-
ary criticism, and he was not mistaken in that. Instead of studying authors’
biographies, German literary critics began to study the social conditions account-
ing for the reception of a work (Holub, 1984).

2. It was the second part of a research project which started with Brunsdon and
Morley’s (1978) analysis of the Nationwide programme itself.

3. In that their classification is close to Hall’s typology distinguishing between
dominant and oppositional codes. Similarly Richardson and Corner (1986) made a
distinction between transparent and mediated descriptions.



INTRODUCTION 19

References

Alasuutari, P. (1992) “I'm Ashamed to Admit it but I Have Watched Dallas”: The
Moral Hierarchy of TV Programmes’, Media, Culture & Society, 14 (4): 561-82.
Allor, M. (1988) ‘Relocating the Site of the Audience’, Critical Studies in Mass

Communication, 5: 217-33.

Ang, I. (1985) Watching Dallas: Soap Opera and the Melodramatic Imagination, London:
Methuen.

Ang, L. (1989) ‘Beyond Self-Reflexivity’, Journal of Communication Inquiry, 13 (2):
27-9.

Ang, I. (1990) ‘Culture and Communication: Towards an Ethnographic Critique of
Media Consumption in the Transnational Media System’. European Journal of
Communication, 5: 239-60.

Ang, 1. (1991) Desperately Seeking the Audience, London: Routledge.

Bourdieu, P. (1984) Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement o f Taste. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Brunsdon, C. and Morley, D. (1978) Everyday Television: ‘Nationwide’. London:
British Film Institute.

Drotner, K. (1992) ‘What is “the Everyday” in Media Ethnography?’ Paper pre-
sented to the Mass Media and the Ethnography of Everyday Life seminar,
Holbaek, Denmark, November.

Fish, S. (1979) Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Fiske, J. (1987) Television Culture. London: Methuen.

Fiske, J. (1988) ‘Meaningful Moments’, Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 5:
246-51.

Fiske, J. (1990) ‘Ethnosemiotics: Some Personal and Theoretical Reflections’,
Cultural Studies, 4 (1): 85-99.

Fiske, J. (1993) ‘Audiencing: Cultural Practice and Cultural Studies’, in Norman
Denzin (ed.) Handbook of Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage: 189-98.

Geertz, C. (1983) Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. New
York: Basic Books.

Gerbner, G. (1956) ‘Towards a General Model of Communication’, Audio Visual
Communication Review, IV (3): 171-99.

Gray, A. (1992) Video Playtime: The Gendering of a Leisure Technology. London:
Routledge.

Gripsrud, J. (1995) The Dynasty Years: Hollywood Television and Critical Media Studies.
London: Routledge.

Grossberg, L. (1988) ‘Wandering Audiences, Nomadic Critics’, Cultural Studies, 2
(3): 377-92.

Gupta, A. and Ferguson, J. (eds) (1997) Anthropological Locations: Boundaries and
Grounds of a Field Science. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Hagen, 1. (1992) News Viewing Ideals and Everyday Practices: The Ambivalences of
Watching Dagsrevyen. University of Bergen, Department of Mass
Communication, Report No. 15.

Hagen, 1. (1994a) ‘The Ambivalences of TV News Viewing: Between Ideals and
Everyday Practices’, European Journal of Communication, 9: 193-220.

Hagen, I. (1994b) ‘Expectations and Consumptions Patterns in TV News Viewing’,
Media, Culture & Society, 16: 415-28.



20 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

Hall, S. (1974) Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse. Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies, Stencilled Occasional Paper No. 7.
Birmingham: University of Birmingham.

Hall, S. and Jefferson, T. (eds) (1976) Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in
Post-War Britain. London: Hutchinson.

Hermes, J. (1995) Reading Women's Magazines: An Analysis of Everyday Media Use.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hobson, D. (1982) Crossroads: The Drama of a Soap Opera. London: Methuen.

Hoggart, R. (1958) The Uses of Literacy. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.

Holub, R. (1984) Reception Theory — A Critical Introduction. London: Methuen.

Jauss, H. (1969) Paradigmawechsel in der Literaturwissenschaft. Linguistische Berichte,
No. 3, 44-56.

Jensen, K. B. (1990) ‘Television Futures: A Social Action Methodology for Studying
Interpretive Communities’, Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 7 (2): 1-18.

Katz, E. and Liebes, T. (1984) ‘Once upon a Time, in Dallas’, Intermedia, 12: 28-32.

Katz, E. and Liebes, T. (1985) The Export of Meaning: Cross Cultural Readings of
American TV. Paper presented to the Manchester Symposium on Broadcasting,
March.

Lasswell, H.D. (1948) ‘The Structure and Function of Communication in Society’, in
L. Bryson (ed.), The Communication of Ideas. New York: Institute for Religious and
Social Studies.

Liebes, T. (1984) ‘Ethnocriticism: Israelis of Moroccan Ethnicity Negotiate the
Meaning of Dallas’, Studies in Visual Communication, 10 (3): 46-72.

Liebes, T. and Katz, E. (1990) The Export of Meaning: Cross-Cultural Readings of Dallas.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Lull, J. (1980a) ‘The Social Uses of Television’, Human Communication Research, 6:
197-209.

Lull, J. (1980b) ‘Family Communication Patterns and the Social Uses of Television’,
Communication Research, 7 (3): 319-34.

Lull, J. (1988) ‘The Audience as Nuisance’, Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 5:
239-42.

Malinowski, B. (1961 [1922]) Argonauts of the Western Pacific. New York: E.P. Dutton.

Morley, D. (1980) The Nationwide Audience. London: British Film Institute.

Morley, D. (1986) Family Television: Cultural Power and Domestic Leisure. London:
Comedia.

Potter, ]. and Wetherell, M. (1987) Discourse and Social Psychology: Beyond Attitudes
and Behaviour. London: Sage.

Radway, J.A. (1984) Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Radway, J.A. (1988) ‘Reception Study: Ethnography and the Problems of Dispersed
Audiences and Nomadic Subjects’, Cultural Studies, 2 (3): 359-76.

Richardson, K. and Corner, J. (1986) ‘Reading Reception: Mediation and
Transparency in Viewers’ Accounts of a TV Programme’, Media, Culture &
Society, 8: 485-508.

Schreder, K.C. (1987) ‘Convergence of Antagonistic Traditions? The Case of
Audience Research’. European Journal of Communication, 2: 7-31.

Schroder, K.C. (1994) ‘Audience Semiotics, Interpretive Communities and the
“Ethnographic Turn” in Media Research’, Media, Culture & Society, 16: 337—47.

Shannon, C.E. and Weaver, W. (1963) The Mathematical Theory of Communication.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press.



INTRODUCTION 21

Silverstone, R. (1991) ‘From Audiences to Consumers: The Household and the
Consumption of Communication and Information Technologies’, European
Journal of Communication, 6: 135-54.

Silverstone, R., Hirsch, E. and Morley, D. (1991) ‘Listening to a Long Conversation:
An Ethnographic Approach to the Study on Information and Communication
Technologies in the Home’, Cultural Studies, 5 (2): 204-27.

Stewart, J.O. (1989) Drinkers, Drummers, and Decent Folk: Ethnographic Narratives of
Village Trinidad, New York: State University of New York Press.



2

AUDIENCE AND RECEPTION RESEARCH
IN RETROSPECT
The Trouble with Audiences

Ann Gray

My brief for this chapter is clear from the main heading, but during my
research and background reading I became very critical of the ways in
which audiences and audience research have been accounted for. What fol-
lows is, therefore, a retrospective piece, but not of the ‘overview’ review
type implicit in its title. This would involve me in covering ground which
is effectively covered elsewhere and the reader can be directed to excellent
existing work which would provide considerations of the above issues
and questions.! My reading of different accounts of audience and reception
research and some of the recent critical accounts of media and cultural
studies fuelled a desire to address explicitly the contribution which a fem-
inist politics, scholarship and intellectual endeavour has made and
continues to make to thestudy of audiences within the associated, but dif-
ferent, fields of media and cultural studies. This contribution has produced
a significant body of work which has been developed over the past couple
of decades, but in the accounts and ‘histories’ of reception studies it is
often included under the category ‘new audience studies’, which are then
used as examples of the de-politicization of media studies or simply over-
looked. In particular, very little close attention has been given to the
specificity of these studies and their aims. Thus, there is a double meaning
in the ‘trouble’ in my subtitle. It indicates my dissatisfaction with the
accounts and suggests that feminist-inspired work causes trouble to certain
established ways of approaching audiences.

To begin, let me consider the damage done to audience studies by the
‘overview’, that familiar academic genre, which attempts to cover or map
out the field in question. I suggest that the nature of this damage is three-
fold: first, there is a tendency to simplify theoretical models, frameworks
and concepts which have been developed through these complex studies;
second, there is scant consideration of the politics of research practice, and
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here I would include questions of method, of disciplinarity and institu-
tional context; and third, the process of simplification effectively evacuates
a politics and a history of which these studies were and are a part. This is
paradoxical, given that the most consistent accusation by critics has been
that the ‘new audience studies’ lack a political and critical edge (e.g.
Corner, 1991; Curran, 1996; Garnham, 1997). Clearly, what constitutes ‘the
political” is at stake here, but this must be understood within a context
where these overviews and critical ‘position’ papers are effectively pro-
ducing and maintaining a gendered division of the field. A paradox is always
intriguing, and I will return to this in my concluding remarks by suggest-
ing why the new audience studies paradigm is so deeply troubling to these
and other authors.

My aim in this chapter is twofold. First I will suggest a different way of
reading audience work, and in doing so will construct a more complex ver-
sion of the trajectory of ‘new audience studies’. Second, by exploring
questions of method, I argue that there are quite fundamental differences in
approaches to audiences, which need to be fully acknowledged before we
can develop further this already mature and complex field of study:

The critics are coming at reception studies, and cultural studies more
generally, from a range of positions, but I want to begin by looking at a
very influential text which identifies two main strands of audience studies:
‘the public knowledge project’” and the ‘popular culture project’ (Corner,
1991). For Corner, the public knowledge project is concerned with the
investigation of mainly factual media, broadcasting and press, and the
ways in which they inform or produce ‘knowledge’ in the reader. The pop-
ular culture project, conversely, focuses on fictional or ‘entertainment’
texts, and is concerned with the ‘imaginative pleasure’ offered readers by
such texts. Corner identifies those reception studies which fall in the latter
category as the ‘new audience studies’. I have very high regard for
Corner’s work and the piece in question is more open than most, particu-
larly in his desire to overcome the divisions. However, his ‘distinctions’
have become a convenient short-hand for thinking about reception analy-
sis and have been identified as examples of the gendered nature of not only
reception research, but media studies in general. Nevertheless, these cate-
gories are by no means ‘equal but different’ in many of the retrospectives
and overviews. The ‘public knowledge’ project is taken to be the existing
paradigm and those studies reflecting the popular culture project are found
lacking. Indeed some of the authors seem to suggest that there is, in the
sheer existence of these studies, a general weakening of the public knowl-
edge project, a kind of emasculation of the concerns and vigour of the
earlier work (Curran, 1996). The critics incorporate in these images of ‘bad’
projects the figure of the ‘active audience’, which notion indicates an aban-
donment of politics and a concern with individual taste and pleasures and
a speculative, loose and non-critical methodology. Corner thus questions
‘the general political relations at work [. . .] in the sudden burgeoning of
“demand-side” research from the mid 1980s onwards’ (1991: 269); this is
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particularly problematic and prevalent, according to Corner, in work
within his defined ‘popular culture’ project.

There is a dangerous tendency for these divisions and distinctions to
become set in stone, but this effectively ignores feminist scholarship and
sexual politics, which were the impulse behind much of the so-called
‘demand-side’ research. The sphere of consumption has in general been
seen as feminine (compared to production) and in much mass communi-
cation theory the audience is characterized as passive. This applies as
much to dominant ideology theses as it does to marketing and advertising
research. However, when researchers turned their attention to the ways in
which meaning is produced at the moment of reading, to the actual view-
ing, reading, listening contexts, and to the eruptions of daily life into an
understanding of media reception, they were also interrupting existing
models and approaches. These operated within neat, confinable and mea-
surable models of reception and the ‘certainties’ of analyses of institution,
ownership and control of the media as well as media content and message.

Corner is concerned with issues and questions of power in relation to
media and society. However, he and others seem unaware of the implicit
hierarchy and reproduction of power relations therein which this repre-
sentation of the field demonstrates. The importance of current affairs
programming, and of the public knowledge project, is simply taken as a
given. It has never had to be justified or fought over, and Corner’s para-
digm categories effectively ‘naturalize’ these hierarchical and, I would
argue, gendered divisions. Feminist media scholarship, on the other hand,
has had to argue its corner and justify its theoretical and methodological
focus. As such it can be understood, within the academy, as a history of
struggle, over appropriate research objects, methods and theories
(Brunsdon, 1997). Rarely do overview and ‘state of the field" papers pay
any attention to the institutional contexts within which academic work
takes place, whereas feminists, working in a range of disciplines where
their concerns are often marginalized, have emphasized the importance of
this dimension in an understanding of the politics of knowledge and the
development and financing of research (Bar On, 1993; Bobo and Seiter,
1991; Stanley, 1990).

Corner refers, rather anxiously it seems, to the ‘burgeoning’ of the ‘new
audience’ research, but there are remarkably few empirical audience stud-
ies within the interdisciplinary fields of media, communication and
cultural studies. This is made obvious by the constant referencing of a
handful of studies in every discussion of audience work. These would
include Ang (1985) on Dallas, Hobson (1982) on Crossroads, Morley’s
Nationwide study (1980a) and Family Television (1986), Buckingham'’s (1987)
work on children’s viewing, Lull’s (1990) study of family television view-
ing, Seiter et al. (1989) on soap opera audiences, Sut Jhalley and Justin
Lewis (1992) on The Cosby Show, and Katz and Liebes’ (1985) studies of
cross-cultural readings of Dallas. Other studies regularly cited which do
not deal with broadcast media are Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance
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(1984), Joke Hermes' Reading Women's Magazines (1995) and my own study
of the use of video recorders in the home, Video Playtime (1992). It is surely
significant that most of these studies investigate questions which are
broadly within the “popular culture’ project. The increased interest in audi-
ence work has been generated by those scholars who have brought
different agendas to the field, for example questions of power in relation to
gender and ‘race’ and of media use within domestic contexts.

It is still the case, despite Corner’s fears, that there are very few actual
studies of audiences/readerships, but the volume of critical work and
‘overviews’ of audience work are legion. Because the audience and its
study is so obviously a key element in thinking about media in contempo-
rary societies, scholars have felt obliged to address the topic. However,
they have tended to do this either by producing overviews of ‘the field’ or
by taking theoretical positions on the conceptualization of the audience —
some notably managing to theoretically evacuate any study of actual audi-
ences from our agenda (Allor, 1988; Hartley, 1987). The result is that the
few existing studies have borne the weight of these critiques and
overviews and what we have are over-simplified versions of the studies
themselves within which certain tropes emerge which are repeated again
and again in the literature. The most familiar trope is that of ‘the active
audience’, a term which is used often in the relevant literature. This char-
acter is posited all too readily, simply to be dismissed as evidence of work
which is declared to be apolitical, naive, celebratory and banal.2 There is,
therefore, a tendency both in the ‘new audience’ critical writing and in the
simplifying strategies of the overview to elide feminist reception studies
with the much denigrated ‘active audience’ research. The result is that
feminist-inspired work is constantly kept on the margins of media studies.
This is noticeable if one is trying to recommend texts to students on a gen-
eral media course where feminist work is not sufficiently or thoroughly
addressed, Van Zoonen'’s study being the exception (Van Zoonen, 1994;
and see also readers Baehr and Gray, 1996 and Brunsdon et al.,1997).

I want to propose that the most extreme version of the ‘active audience’
is a myth, emerging rarely in its ‘pure’ form, and that most of the studies
referred to above provide examples of what Bennett has called the ‘deter-
mined active reader’ (1996: 152, my emphasis). In many of these studies the
researchers are at pains to explore not just reader activity in and for itself,
but also under what circumstances and in what conditions those readings
take place. This involves exploration of anterior circumstances of readers,
social positioning being just one, and how they shape not only readings,
but access to particular genres and, more generally, the use and consump-
tion of different media in their daily lives. More importantly, however,
they were all undertaken within specific intellectual, political and institu-
tional contexts, some continuous, some discontinuous, but each
responding to particular gaps, blind-spots and problematics in the under-
standing of the interpretation, consumption and use of popular media
forms. They developed over time, and when these studies are wrenched



26 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

from their historical contexts, as they so often are, and used in critical
overviews to make academic capital, then readers are given an impover-
ished version of the development of the field. These various contexts
should be made available to students as informed introductions into audi-
ence work. Students with access to the complex contexts of these studies
are then in a position to ask some key questions about audience/reception
studies. These would include: What is the research question? What aspect
of ‘audience’ and media is being investigated? How is the audience being
conceptualized? What is the nature of the relationship between the audi-
ence and various kinds of media forms? What aspect of audience activity
is the central focus of the research? What are the methods employed, and
how does the researcher account for them and him- or herself? These ele-
ments are by no means uniform or stable, and require more detailed
attention and understanding than they have thus far been afforded.

The encoding/decoding model

What better place to start than the ‘encoding/decoding’ model proposed
by Stuart Hall?® It is often, after all, where reviews of ‘active audience’
studies begin. Here, I want to use it as an example in the practice of exam-
ining the actual context of its development, compared with the
(over-)simplification in its recent manifestations. This is particularly the
case in student textbooks, which reduce the model to a simple, almost
common-sense model of communication which seems, to students I have
encountered at any rate, to be stating the obvious.

In a very interesting and helpful interview, Stuart Hall is encouraged to
reflect on the encoding/decoding model which forms the start point for
many accounts of the move into the ‘active audience’ (Cruz and Lewis,
1994). He insists on beginning his responses to various questions by
reminding us of the context within which the model itself was developed.
It was written and delivered as a ‘position paper’ and has, in Hall’s words
a ‘polemical thrust’ (Cruz and Lewis, 1994: 253). It positioned itself in rela-
tion to the state of existing research, and Hall suggests that we must pay
attention to at least three aspects of the work.

First, its methodological and theoretical problematic. It was addressed
to the Centre for Mass Communications Research at the University of
Leicester, which at the time, the mid-1970s, was associated with the then
mainstream approaches to communication and media analysis. Hall’s
paper ‘The Television Discourse — Encoding and Decoding” was a chal-
lenge to the dominant communication model and to positivistic notions of
content analysis and audience understanding. In short, it was complicating
the dominant communication model at the time and it ‘interrupt[ed] that
transparent notion of communication” (Cruz and Lewis, 1994: 254). The
second factor is, as Hall describes, political. The paper challenges the idea
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that it is possible to determine the nature of communication and meaning
by the application of measurement techniques. It insists that meaning is
multi-layered/multi-referential and as such imports the then new fields of
semiotics and structuralism into the study of mass communication. And
finally, for Hall, the model was part of a wider debate within Marxism
itself and signals the move from the over-determination of the dominant
ideology thesis to the more complex notion suggested by Gramsci’s hege-
mony model. However, the encoding/decoding model was concerned
with power, specifically with the idea of the encoding of ‘preferred mean-
ings’ into media products. These are the product of institutional processes,
working within the broader cultural and ideological world and, Hall sug-
gests, working within the dominant ideology.

If Leicester were operating within one research paradigm, the other
major development in audience work at the time was known as the ‘uses
and gratifications” model (Blumler and Katz, 1974). Hall’s model offered a
way beyond the current uses and gratifications approach by insisting that
audiences share certain frameworks of understanding and interpretation.
Reading is not simply the lonely uses and gratifications individual; it is
shared. Hall reminds us of the major purpose of the paper - ‘I had in my
sights the Centre for Mass Communications Research — that was who I
was trying to blow out of the water’ —and insists that if the model has ‘any
purchase, now and later, it's a model because of what it suggests. It sug-
gests an approach; it opens up new questions. It maps the terrain. But it’s
a model which has to be worked with and developed and changed’ (Cruz
and Lewis, 1994: 255). Hall locates the encoding/decoding paper at a con-
juncture, or paradigm shift. He characterizes it as the one which Barthes
made ‘from the interpretation of the codes into the notion of textuality, and
then later into the notion of desire and the pleasure of the text’. He sees
this as a key development which ‘took cultural studies from communica-
tion studies to literary theory, to the cinematic text, to psychoanalysis, to
feminism, and to the beginnings of poststructuralism’ (Cruz and Lewis,
1994: 271). Hall’s version of the encoding/decoding model is a far cry
from the way in which it has become in media and cultural studies text-
books, almost reified as a description of media communication process.
What he also signals is the shift in cultural studies — a shift which is per-
haps at the core of the differences between the conflicting views of
audience research.

Hall’s suggestive model provided the theoretical framework for the
groundbreaking Nationwide study (Morley, 1980a), which brought
together the constructed text (Brunsdon and Morley, 1978), with its per-
ceived preferred reading, and the interpreting groups of readers with
their determinations. Brunsdon, Hall and Morley worked together on the
Nationwide study as, in Hall’s words, a ‘small research team’, unable to get
comprehensive funding, but working on a shoestring to give some empir-
ical substance to the encoding/decoding model. The Nationwide study
sought to combine textual construction and interpretation, it granted
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viewers interpretive status (but always within shaping structural deter-
minations) and developed ways of conceiving of the audience as socially
structured, suggesting that decoding is not homogeneous. Thus, the text
and audience are conceptualized within and as part of the social structure
organized in and across power relations of dominant and subordinate
groups, of which the media were seen to be occupying a crucial position
and role. Although the viewer was considered to be interpreting specific
programmes in different ways, these were not entirely and absolutely
open to the viewer; she or he was limited, shaped by her or his own social
positioning as well as the limitations and closures of the text itself.

Whilst this study significantly attempted a ‘double move’ into the
notion of the socially constructed audience and ideologically constructed
text, it also shifted from ‘straight’ news and current affairs to an under-
standing of the encoding of the more popular ‘entertainment’ magazine
format of Nationwide. It thus challenged the ‘hard news’ focus of existing
work, it placed textuality clearly in the communication dynamic, and it
was suggestive of different reader positions.

The suggestive text

Hall notes the important contribution made to the development of the
Nationwide study by Charlotte Brunsdon, who was beginning to work on
the analysis of popular television genres from a feminist perspective (Cruz
and Lewis, 1994: 272). The encoding/decoding model gestured towards
the influences of structuralism and semiotics, and at the same time textual
analyses of popular entertainment genres which were identifying
reader/subject positions offered by the text were also coming from literary
and film theory, especially from a feminist perspective. Tania Modleski
(1983), for example, provided a textual analysis of US daytime television
which assumed an ideal reader, distracted, rendered incapable of concen-
trated and focused viewing. Her more detailed analysis of the structure of
the soap opera, such as its multiple storylines and the possibility of multi-
ple character identifications inscribes, according to Modleski (1982), the
‘ideal’ viewer/reader as an ‘ideal’ mother. In the UK, scholars were also
looking closely at the soap opera in terms of their strong female characters
(Dyer et al., 1981, 1997 [1977]), but a more complex formulation of text and
reader pleasures came from Brunsdon’s (1981) suggestion that pleasures
offered by soap required particular ‘feminine’ skills and competencies, for
example ‘reading’ emotional turmoil, understanding the complexities of
familial relationships, which were, in turn, validated within the text, for
example a foregrounding of the domestic and the everyday. In these tex-
tual analyses the reader/viewer stepped into and out of the text and as
such they can be seen as significant interdisciplinary ‘moments” within
the development of cultural studies. Thus, whilst the text was understood
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to offer ‘preferred’ reading viewer/interpretive positions, the questions
begged were then about how and in what ways actual readers were taking
up those positions. A number of studies mobilized these questions in rela-
tion to popular genres; Hobson (1982) on the then popular British soap
opera Crossroads, Ang (1985) and Katz and Liebes (1985) on Dallas,
Buckingham (1987) on EastEnders.

The ‘negotiated space’

To return briefly to Hall’s reconsideration of the encoding/decoding
model, he acknowledges the importance of ‘the negotiated code’ in saying,
‘So the truth is, negotiated readings are probably what most of us do most
of the time’ (Cruz and Lewis, 1994: 265). He refers to the introduction to
Resistance through Rituals (Hall and Jefferson, 1976) and what is described
as ‘the negotiated space’ in which subcultures occupy different positions.
With this insight and the kinds of questions which arose from the sugges-
tive textual readings, especially in relation to the gendered audience, we
can see studies undertaken in the last ten years, defined within the popu-
lar culture project, as exploring the nature and dimensions of that
‘negotiated space’ via the embodied ‘determined active reader’. I will now
look briefly at some of those studies. My aim here is not to produce them
in any depth, and certainly, given my earlier remarks, I am wary of over-
simplification. Rather, I wish to highlight the sheer diversity of the studies
and their problematics. Whilst many will be familiar, some will not, and I
warmly recommend them to the reader.

One of the most important studies regularly cited in audience works is
Radway’s Reading the Romance. In her introduction to the British edition
(1987) she tells of her ignorance of British cultural studies before embark-
ing on her study of female romance readers in the United States, and yet
her work is often included as an example of ‘demand-side’ studies which
celebrate the ways in which ‘ordinary’ people demonstrate ‘resistance’
through their consumption of popular genres. Hers is an infinitely more
complex study than this would suggest. Within the context of publishing
and production, she analyses the romance genre, but also explores how
these novels are used by a group of identified romance ‘fans’, to work
with their own sense of identity and positioning within marriage and
family. Her study remains an exemplar in understanding the complexity of
the consumption of this popular genre. Just as Janice Radway’s work on
romance readers has been an important reference point for work on broad-
cast media consumption, Joke Hermes’ (1995) recent study of reading
practices of women’s magazines offers another way of approaching the
everyday consumption of such popular texts. Her work with a relatively
large number of readers is suggestive of the ‘embeddedness’ of such read-
ing practices in the routines of daily life. Her analysis uses the notion of
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‘interpretive repertoires’ in understanding reading positions and draws
significantly on socio-linguistics and discourse analysis. Hermes’ study
was undertaken from a postmodern feminist perspective and seeks to
address the meanings of a specific popular genre within the context of
everyday life.

Audience research has been slow to raise questions of ‘race” and ethnic-
ity, and Jacqueline Bobo and Ellen Seiter (1991) are critical of the ‘whiteness’
of much feminist media and cultural criticism. In 1988 Jacqueline Bobo
published her important essay on black women’s readings of the film of The
Color Purple and has since published her Black Women as Cultural Readers
(1994), which builds on this study working with a small group of African-
American women and analysing and discussing their responses to other
mainstream texts as an ‘interpretive community’. Bobo and Seiter suggest
that ‘[i]t can be predicted with certainty that other work by women of color
will not only alter the pool of empirical findings in cultural studies, but also
challenge, redefine, and renovate the theoretical agenda in ways white aca-
demics cannot at present imagine’ (1991: 291). Whilst Radway and Bobo’s
works pay important attention to the texts, for other researchers a crucial
aspect of the ‘negotiated space’ is the ‘actual’ context of reading or viewing,
which Hermes includes in her study. This was an absence identified by
Morley in his retrospective on the Nationwide study, which had constructed
viewing conditions within occupational locations. He anticipated that view-
ers in the context of domestic viewing might well make very different
readings of the same text, or choose not to engage with particular texts at all
(Morley, 1986). However, his study of families in East London revealed the
domestic as a complex set of social relations within which viewing took
place, with gender being a significant organizing category (Morley, 1986).
An important historical dimension to domestic media use is provided by
the work of Moores and O’Sullivan, who, through oral history methods,
investigate early uses of radio (Moores, 1988) and memories of the arrival of
television into UK homes (O’Sullivan, 1991).

Attention has been paid to the dynamics of television and video view-
ing within the contemporary domestic sphere, and there are a diverse
range of studies which set out to look at very different aspects of this as a
research site. James Lull’s (1990, 1991) studies of family viewing activities
in the US and China registered different viewing types and practices.
Power relations in the domestic contexts of reception and the ways in
which media technologies and their products areused and intervene in the
construction of gendered, classed identities was the focus of my own study
(Gray, 1987, 1992), and Sean Moores’ (1996) recent work on satellite televi-
sion examines gender and generational conflicts around this new
technology. Minu Lee and Chong Heup Cho (1990) looked at how Korean
women living in the United States shared a pleasure in viewing Korean
soaps, which gave them a sense of "home’. Marie Gillespie’s (1995) ethnog-
raphy of ‘young Punjabi Londoners’ explores in great detail the ways in
which television is central to the formation and transformation of identity
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within this group. Her aims are to mobilize broader questions of the
‘transnationalization” of culture(s) by examining them from the local and
domestic point of view. Purnima Mankekar (1993, forthcoming) analyses
how the popular entertainment forms of the Indian state broadcasting
organization, Doordarshan, are attempting to construct a ‘new’ national
identity around tropes of ‘development’ and ‘consumption’. Her thesis
suggests that the Indian woman is central to this construct, and her ethno-
graphic study of viewing families looks at how these representations are
negotiated within the formation of class and gender identities.

In different ways these studies are concerned to place media readings
and use within complex webs of determinations, not only of the texts, but
also those deeper structural determinants, such as class, gender and, still,
to a lesser extent, race and ethnicity. These studies have also shed light on
the ways in which public and private discourses intersect and are lived out
within the intimate and routine practices of daily life. In addition, most
reflect on research methods, and especially the location of the researcherin
her/his study, and Mankekar (forthcoming) and Bobo and Seiter (1991)
respectively raise critical questions about the dominance of the West in the
definitions of ‘knowledge sites’ and the exclusionary practices of academic
institutions. Thus, in spite of their small scale, each, in different ways,
poses broader questions of structure and agency within the socially struc-
tured world of practices and subjectivity, and many reflect on the
institutional context of research itself. I cannot comprehend of the ques-
tions and issues which these studies raise, and the ways in which they
have gone about exploring them, as being of no importance. Nor do I rec-
ognize them as representative of the ‘loss of critical energy’ to which
Corner refers, or as trivial aspects of social and cultural communication. I
also suggest that these studies cannot be reduced to a set of enterprises
which simply reproduce notions of the active audience who demonstrate
their ‘resistance’ in their use of popular forms. Rather, what these studies
suggest is that people negotiate —rarely are their readings and positioning
oppositional. Where resistance has been noted, this is not particularly in
relation to the readings of the text and its preferred meanings, but in the
practice of reading and consumption.

Although many of the critics take the new audience research to task for
attending only to the ‘micro’ dimension, I would argue that what under-
pins the questions and problematics of the studies are those of agency and
structure. Studies show how public and private are absorbed into the
everyday, the mundane, the ordinary. Such studies recognize the false dis-
tinctions between micro and macro, and demonstrate how discourses flow
in and out of constructions of identity, self, private and public, national,
local and global. Boundaries, thus, are permeable, unstable and uneasy,
demanding a new way of thinking and looking at the ‘audience’, the user,
the text, and the complexity of relations and discourses which surround
and are part of it.
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Ethnography and the processes of the everyday

Much of the debate and critique surrounding reception and audience prac-
tice could not have taken place without these small-scale studies, which
have mostly employed qualitative or interpretive ethnographic research
methods. Their aim was to see the world as experienced by the participants
themselves, revealing the presence of the researcher in the process of
research. Researchers actively invite those who read and watch to present
their own point of view usually in lengthy open interviews, or in the
course of participant observation. Studies have clearly demonstrated, as
Morley suggests, that ‘the value of ethnographic methods lies precisely in
their ability to help us “make things out” in the context of their occur-
rence — in helping us to understand television viewing and other media
consumption practices as they are embedded in the context of everyday
life’ (Morley, 1996: 321-2). We learn a great deal from these audience/
reception studies, which are not necessarily very much to do with the
audiences themselves, but rather the processes, by which media forms and
technologies take their place in everyday settings. Furthermore, critical
and analytical empirical work can enter into a productive dialogue with
our theorization of audience and consumption practices.

There is, however, a critical and political commitment which is worth
noting here. The aim of gathering data from the subject’s viewpoint was often
motivated by a desire to allow participants to have some say in the research
agenda in this kind of exploratory work, rather than using qualitative meth-
ods to reveal ‘truths’ of the settings. It is possible to reformulate the notion of
‘new audience studies’ into ‘new audience’ studies. This is to suggest that
what is actually new about these studies are the new audiences which they
bring to the field. Hall notes (Cruz and Lewis, 1994) that it was impossible to
get research funding for the Nationwide study, and this has certainly been the
experience of many researchers wishing to carry out exploratory studies.
Thus, ethnographic methods are particularly well suited to the needs of post-
graduate research students, groups or individuals who have only just gained
positions within the academy and who cannot command large research
funds. Kirsten Drotner (1994: 342) suggests that ethnography was useful for
understanding the new and complex developments instigated by the
women’s movement and the emergence of the multicultural society. Thus,
new groups in the academy, such as ethnic studies and women’s studies
scholars, chose to explore the (cheap) ethnographic method.

Wild thinking : from ‘things’ to “processes’

In conclusion, I will return to John Corner, who, in his discussion about the
‘context’ dimension of audience research, asks ‘what do you include in
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context and where does context stop?’ (1991: 278). This reveals a central dif-
ference in the ‘old” and ‘new’ approaches to audience studies and can be
characterized as that between ‘object’ and ‘process’ as research focus. This
is a question which could be the beginning of a productive debate. Let me
start this, at least, by turning to Bausinger’s (1984) key article about media
technologies and everyday life. He uses an ‘example’ of the Meiers’
Saturday evening tele-viewing practice. This, as it happens, is a ‘hypo-
thetical’ account which Bausinger used to demonstrate exactly what is at
stake in trying to understand the complex processes of media and daily
life. However, I believe that this account will get nods of recognition as it
indicates the frustrations and general unpredictability of domestic daily
life. Thus investigation and our understandings of media use and con-
sumption will be hampered if we begin by deciding what is relevant and
what irrelevant. For Bausinger these are issues of ontology and epistemol-
ogy, which he summarizes as follows: ‘others are on the look out for things,
instead of investigating processes which are not easily encloseable, and
hence not easily measurable. A bit of wild thinking is needed to catch and
describe this complex world in all its rational irrationality’(1984: 347, my
emphasis). What reflexive ethnographic studies have suggested is the very
boundlessness of media processes, the impossibility of constructing a
frame around media text and audience, of the need to take account of and
pay attention to the messiness of the everyday, the dull thud of the com-
monplace, the routine and routinized nature of daily life in all its
complexity, and into which media forms are enmeshed.

What might the future be for audience work? Liesbet van Zoonen (1994)
and Charlotte Brunsdon (1997) have examined the gendered state of media
research and both make relevant points. Van Zoonen notes the gender pol-
itics of ‘reception analysis’, where ‘the public knowledge project tends to
become a new male preserve, concerned with ostensibly gender-neutral
issues such as citizenship, but actually neglecting the problematic relation
of non-white, non-male citizens to the public sphere’ (1994: 125).4 This is a
clear example of the existence of what Charlotte Brunsdon has referred to
as the ‘academic parallel universe’ and the apparent impermeability of the
‘male’ work to feminist scholarship. Christine Geraghty’s (1996) answer to
this sorry state of affairs is for feminist scholars to stop restricting their
studies to the sphere of consumption. They should ‘overcome their femi-
nine technophobia’ (Geraghty, 1996: 320) and begin work on media
ownership, control and regulation, and, we might add, the public knowl-
edge project in reception analysis. In my attempt to (re)write a retrospective
of reception analysis which tells a story in which feminist work is central,
I am suggesting that feminist work and that inspired by feminism has
shifted the ground of exploration and inquiry in forcing gender and sexual
politics onto the agenda. Rather than, as Geraghty suggests, feminists
taking on ‘political economy’ work, shouldn’t we be asking the political
economists of media and communication studies some questions? For
example, why do their agendas remain closed to the insights of feminist
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scholarship? These insights would insist that they question their views of
the relationship between macro-structures of media and micro-processes of
viewing (Corner, 1991: 269) and critically examine their assumptions about
what consistitutes ‘politics’ and where ‘power’ might reside. Above all,
we might suggest that they overcome their phobias and fear of the feminine
which are barely disguised in their work. Dennis McQuail, writing recently,
in an otherwise typically measured piece, accuses cultural studies of being
too ‘flighty and opinionated’ (1997: 55). What more revealingly gendered
and patronising a put-down could there be to describe work that has been
a serious and consistent attempt over the last two decades to explore and
understand the complexities of the processes of social and cultural com-
munication in contemporary societies?

Notes

I would like to thank Charlotte Brunsdon and Joke Hermes for helpful discussions
and Pertti Alasuutari for his comments on an earlier draft.

1. For excellent critical retrospectives see Morley (1992) and Moores (1993). Ien
Ang (1991) examines the institutional construction of audiences and her later col-
lection (Ang, 1996) addresses issues of media audiences in postmodernity.

2. David Morley (1997) makes a similar point in a recent response to critiques of
cultural studies.

3. Here we are presented with an immediate problem: there are three versions of
the encoding/decoding paper. The earliest version appears in Education and
Culture, No. 25 (UNESCO, 1974) as ‘The Television Discourse — Encoding and
Decoding’ (Hall, 1974a) and is reprinted in Gray and McGuigan (1997); then
Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse is CCCS Stencilled Occasional
Paper No. 7 (Hall 1974b), an edited extract of which forms the 1980 version
‘Encoding/Decoding’ in the 1980 collection Culture, Media, Language (Hall, 1980),
which is the version most usually cited. Thus, Hall was working on this model
much earlier than the 1980 reference suggests.

4. Joke Hermes (1997) has taken up the issue of media and ‘citizenship’ from a
feminist perspective.
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THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS?
Media Audience Research between
Rival Paradigms

Kim Christian Schroder

Irrespective of their academic upbringing, media audience researchers
share a common goal: to increase our knowledge of how the media are
used — in the widest sense of the word — by diverse groups in contempo-
rary culture and society, and how in turn the media may be seen as
vehicles of social stability and change.

However, as soon as it comes to selecting the lenses with which to
observe the issues and the tools with which to analyse the data, different
academic traditions set out in different directions and return with some-
times quite divergent or even contradictory insights. That this is so is
evident from even a superficial comparison of the studies presented by
researchers from what will here be seen as the two major traditions in
media audience research: the qualitatively based ethnographic approach
(including reception research) and the quantitative uses and gratifications
approach.

This chapter argues that, as traditionally practised, these two
approaches have complementary deficiencies and merits. Moreover, it
argues that for many tasks in audience research it is by synthesizing these
approaches into one research design that we may be able to develop a
method to overcome the deficiencies and preserve the merits. This will not
be achieved by merely agglutinating the two approaches, as often sug-
gested by adherents of methodological triangulation, since, in a manner of
speaking, to combine two wrongs does not produce one right.!

At a first glance it may seem over-ambitious to suggest the feasibility of
a research design which unites the ‘thick description’ of the contextualized
data of ethnographic inquiry with the reliability and generalizability of
social science measurement. No full-scale study has yet demonstrated this
kind of synthesis in practice. But the case study reported at the end of this
chapter may provide at least an outline of how it may be achieved.
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There has been no dearth over recent decades of calls for convergence or
cross-fertilization between humanistic and social-science paradigms. In a
succinct statement from 1990 Jensen and Rosengren declare that

humanistic researchers need to establish a terminology which will enable them
to deal with issues of reliability, validity and generalizability. [. . .] Social science
research, equally, needs to recognize that non-quantitative procedures of analy-
sis, as developed within linguistics and semiotics in the course of this century,
may well have an explanatory value in their own right. (1990: 231)

However, when it comes down to implementing such a grandiloquent
research platform in practical research, protagonists on both sides of the
paradigmatic gulf have seemed unwilling, or unable, to take on its full
implications (see, e.g., the recent skirmish between former partners Jensen
and Rosengren: Jensen, 1996; Rosengren, 1996).

This chapter presents an attempt to define in terms of concrete method-
ological measures what the implications are for an audience research that
takes the platform of cross-fertilization seriously.

Naturally, the talk about ‘cross-fertilization” cannot ultimately be
reduced to a question of collaboration between ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantita-
tive’ methodologies, but also concerns their epistemological foundations.

When we are talking about these methods we are also talking about the
epistemological differences between a positivist, functionalist approach
and a phenomenological, hermeneutic approach, traditionally associated
with ‘administrative’ and ‘critical’ research, respectively (see, e.g., Gitlin,
1978). The ‘dialogue’ between paradigms is therefore ultimately between
such entities.

However, the methodological issue is often a useful short-hand for these
differences, because it is in the field of methodology that the epistemolog-
ical positions must ultimately be evaluated: we have to ask whether we,
and the wider society, consider the findings produced with this or that
methodology interesting, relevant, useful to our concerns, or not. For many
new scholars, methodology precedes epistemology, because the method-
ological lenses given to new members of research communities simply
have built into them epistemological biases which render many issues a
priori ‘unresearchable’.

What happened to validity? A critical perspective on uses
and gratifications research

As has often been pointed out, uses and gratifications (U+G) research, in
defining media audiences as ‘active’, broke decisively with the dominant
paradigm of media effects in the late 1950s, asking not what the media do
to people, but what people do with the media. As I see it, its well-known
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seven-point research platform as formulated by Katz et al. (1974: 20) could
have served, in a general sense, as a common platform for all subsequent
audience research irrespective of the different emphases of different
schools and approaches.?

However, the gut response to this platform from scholars who study
audiences from cultural studies or ethnographic perspectives has been
negative. Morley thus vehemently distanced himself from the uses and
gratifications tradition, arguing that since ‘uses and gratifications is essen-
tially a psychological field, relying as it does on mental states, needs and
processes abstracted from the social situation of the individuals concerned
[. . .] we need to break fundamentally with the “uses and gratifications”
approach’ (1980: 14).

This view, which echoes Elliott’s (1974) authoritative critique, is one of
the factors which has led to the development of the other, ethnographic,
paradigm in media audience research, not because the platform’s wording
necessarily requires it, but because of the theoretical and methodological
emphases established through the practice of agenda-setting researchers
within the U+G tradition.

The cardinal sins of U+G research, as seen from the other side, have con-
sisted, on the one hand, in ignoring the everyday social context of media
use, which the platform hides away as a parenthetical ‘engagement in
other activities’ and a ragbag category of ‘other consequences’; and, on the
other hand, in U+G researchers’ complete separation of 'need gratification’
from the cultural meanings derived by audiences from media content.
Equally serious has been the alleged methodological myopia which in
practice has turned the survey questionnaire and other statistical methods
into the only permissible research tools.

What is remarkable about such criticism of the U+G approach is that it
has recently been rekindled by respected scholars within the paradigm, as
a kind of revival and radicalization of Elliott’s previous critique, which was
always respected but has never really left its mark on U+G research prac-
tice. On the one hand, these recent intra-paradigm critics celebrate the
indubitable achievements of researchers in the tradition, ‘the number and
breadth of studies which it has stimulated” and ‘the depth of the insights
which these studies have produced’ (Roe, 1996: 81). On the other hand,
they expose the methodological shortcomings and criticize the explanatory
poverty of many studies within the tradition.

As his title indicates, Gantz (1996) undertakes ‘an examination of the
range and salience of gratifications research associated with entertainment
programming’, critically reviewing some of the prominent published
research in gratifications research over the last 20 years. His fundamental
question is what insights this work has provided into the TV viewing
experience.

To this end he compares some studies of the gratifications which people
report from ‘watching TV’. All the studies reviewed presented respon-
dents with lists of possible gratifications derived from qualitative pilot
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studies. One study (Greenberg, 1974) found that the watching of TV is
gratifying mainly because it is a ‘habit’, because it is a good way to ‘pass
the time’, and because it provides ‘companionship” when there is no-one
else to talk to, that is, his respondents watch TV for non-programme-spe-
cific reasons.

Another study, by Rubin (1981), found that people’s main reasons were
to do with programme content — they watch TV primarily for specific pro-
grammes - while ‘entertainment’, ‘relaxation’ and ‘habit’ range
considerably lower. In other words, this study shows that TV viewing is
related to the active choice of favourite programmes.

The different findings from these two studies may reveal complemen-
tary insights about why people watch TV, or they may stem from the fact
that different age groups were studied, but according to Gantz’s analysis
the crucial difference is that between the gratifications lists presented to
respondents, one with, the other without the option of programme-specific
gratifications from watching TV. In other words, the gratifications lists
used determine the results. In general terms this demonstrates an unavoid-
able feature of questionnaire-based studies, namely that their findings are
necessarily limited by the researchers’ imagination or judgement of rele-
vance when compiling the questionnaire. No matter how exhaustive the
list there are always going to be potential gratifications that are not
included. This poses a serious threat to the validity of gratification studies,
as we cannot be sure that the research results adequately reflect the real-life
phenomena we wish to explore.

Summing up his review of these and a host of other gratifications stud-
ies of various types of entertainment programming (religious
programming, sports programmes, soap operas and music), Gantz con-
cludes that ‘the primary gratification associated with exposure to
entertainment television is the entertainment such programming provides’,
continuing that

above all else entertainment programming is entertaining. It makes people feel
good, happy, sad, excited, nervous, thrilled [. . .]. It gets or keeps people in the
mood they seek. For viewers, it also helps structure the day, pass the time,
reduce boredom, relieve stress, and provide an opportunity for socializing. And,
it may be doing all this every day (1996: 24-5).

One may wonder whether this collection of platitudes is really what the
concerted efforts of gratifications researchers have been able to produce
after years of work, spending millions of dollars and other currencies. It is
hardly surprising that Gantz proposes that ‘even within the domain of
delineating gratifications, there is room formore research’ (1996: 25). More
bluntly, Lewis, as an outside observer finds that U+G ‘quantitative surveys
have creaked and cranked their way to unconvincing conclusions’ (1997:
88).

Commendably, however, Gantz uses the low explanatory power of
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these results to direct a critical eye towards the methodological founda-
tions of gratifications research, pointing to ‘the bias in research methods
employed up until now”:

The research agenda is likely to require alternative, if not innovative, methods
of data collection. Interviews will need to be interactive, a mix of open- and
close-ended questions. Probes will be critical; interviewers will need to ask
respondents what they (the respondents) mean when they say, for example,
that they turn to television to be entertained or they watch out of habit. [. . .]
gratifications scholars will need to be creative and, as needed, supplement
surveyresearch [. . .] with depth interviews, where respondents are givenample
opportunity to reflect and describe the nature of their relationship with media
content. (1996: 26-7)

In other words, Gantz proposes a remedy for the low validity of survey
research, which has always been its Achilles” heel.

The creation of validity, defined as ‘the extent to which an account accu-
rately represents the social phenomena to which it refers” (Hammersley,
1990, quoted by Silverman, 1993: 149), depends on a number of factors,
including adequate theoretical foundations for the field of investigation
and conceptual clarity, but most of all it depends on methodological reflec-
tion about the data collection stage. Many threats exist, both in qualitative
and quantitative designs, to the researcher’s purpose of obtaining as
authentic data as possible. What Gantz is in effect saying is that ‘interac-
tive’, more conversational encounters with respondents are superior to
surveys in eliciting respondents’ authentic, contextualized opinions, atti-
tudes and meanings.

Roe agrees, claiming that U+G researchers ‘have been too concerned
with the (very important) task of assessing reliability, at the expense of the
still more important issue of validity” (1996: 90). He also cites other work
on method to the effect that a study of questions commonly used in tele-
vision survey research ‘found that, even after proper piloting, systematic
major misunderstanding of questions occurs without interviewers being
aware of it’ (1996: 91).

He further points to the widespread occurrence of measurement error in
survey research, in a devastating critique that many faithful followers of
U+G doctrine will no doubt see as treacherous fifth column activity:

[A] typical survey item, even when well administered to a proper population
sample, can yield up to 50% non-valid variance[. . .]. Weall know all of this and,
as with all deeply disturbing thoughts, we usually do our best to forget it when-
ever we can. We dismiss the qualitative critiques as ‘unscientific’ and if someone
breaks ranks from within, the usual response is to offer platitudes, dismiss the
heretic as a methodological purist (if not troublemaker), and promptly go back
to business as usual. This strategy, while ultimately making research possible,
has prevented any real methodological development, and has given extra
ammunition to critics. (Roe, 1996: 87)
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This, however, does not lead Roe to wholeheartedly embrace qualitative
approaches, which he finds just as deficient. Nevertheless, like Gantz, he is
open to, and invites scholars from qualitative and quantitative traditions to
cross-fertilize their work, through a process in which no-one starts out
from a position of strength, but rather from a humble acknowledgement
that ‘in many respects, they are doing an equally poor job’ (Roe, 1996: 90).

What happened to reliability and generalizability? A
critical perspective on media ethnography

The contemporary ethnographic approach to the media audience, which in
this context includes both ‘reception’ research and more genuinely ‘ethno-
graphic’ approaches, is based on the premise that meaning is never just
transferred from one individual to another, or from the media to their
audiences. Meaning, in media as well as research situations, is generated
according to the communicative repertoires, or codes, of the encoder(s) and
interpreted according to the communicative repertoires of the decoder(s) -
and there is no natural fit between encoding and decoding (Hall, 1973).
Moreover, these meaning processes are firmly embedded in the social con-
texts of everyday life in which people use the media (Lull, 1990 [1980)).

Consequently the ethnographic approach has defined itself in dual
opposition: to humanistic textual analysis, with its implied position that
media meanings and ideologies are imposed on passive minds and may be
brought to light by textual analysis alone, on the one hand; and to the
social science approach, whose analysis of media gratifications ignores the
meanings which create these gratifications, on the other. It is critical of
both for neglecting to explore the everyday contexts in which meanings
and uses arise in the first place.

Reception research, which historically precedes the more ethnographi-
cally inclined approach, may in itself be seen as a ‘first generation’
cross-fertilization project, borrowing from both these predecessors as it
‘drawsits theory from the humanities and its methodology from the social
sciences’ (Jensen, 1991: 135). It focuses on audience meanings as concep-
tualized within the humanistic traditions of semiotics and linguistic
discourse analysis, and it explores these meanings through methods of
empirical fieldwork borrowed from the social sciences (Schreder, 1987).

In spite of the quite vehement dismissal of U+G research by some of the
pioneers of reception research, their programmatic statements nevertheless
often show a close affinity with the concerns of this tradition. Thus
Radway (1984) criticizes humanistic textual analysis because it ‘discounts
what readers do with texts’, calling for an approach which ‘focuses on the
various ways human beings actively make sense of their surrounding
world’, including the ubiquitous mass media (1984: 8).

While retaining the focus on cultural meaning, then, early reception
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researchers appear to define themselves mainly in opposition to textual
analysis: “The analytic focus must shift from the text itself, taken in isola-
tion, to the complex social event of reading’ (Radway, 1984: 8). But when it
comes to the empirical exploration of cultural meaning processes they are
highly critical of the prescribed method of mainstream social science
research: the survey questionnaire.

The main objection has to do with validity. As Lewis puts it, in quanti-
tative surveys ‘we have no way of telling if the respondents are
comfortable with the way of thinking that has been imposed upon them.
[. . .] The ambiguities of language mean that it is difficult to explore the
precise meaning of words or sentences without giving the respondent the
opportunity to elaborate’ (1991: 78; see also Lull, 1985). In other words, the
original reasons of reception researchers for choosing qualitative methods
of analysis, usually either individual depth interviews or focus group
interviews, are strikingly similar to the opinions expressed more recently
by the veterans of the U+G tradition quoted above. As a textbook in com-
munication studies puts it: ‘[IInternal validity is more important than
external validity. This makes sense; after all, if results are not internally
valid, generalizing them to other people is a moot point.” (Frey et al.,
1991: 325)

However, the laudable insistence of qualitative researchers on (internal)
validity as one of the cardinal virtues of empirical research has not been
matched by a similar concern for the equally important virtues of reliabil-
ity and generalizability (or representativeness). The reasons for this are no
doubt many, and quite compelling ones too, as lack of resources and lim-
ited or no fieldwork experience imposed inevitable constraints on dozens
of pioneering research projects in reception studies (Jensen, 1986; Lewis,
1991; Liebes and Katz, 1990; Morley, 1980; Radway, 1984; Schreder, 1988 -
to mention but a few). In short, most reception studies published so far
analyse the media meanings of only a handful, or two or three handfuls, of
informants, and usually present insufficient evidence of the reliability of
the interpretive process. Rosengren’s criticism of this situation is harsh
and unremitting: reception analysis, he says, ‘is dominated by so-called
qualitative studies, based on anecdotal data and defined as unformalized,
exegetic studies of the meaning of individual experience. [. . .] these stud-
ies, as a rule, neglect otherwise generally accepted tests of reliability,
validity, and representativeness.’ (1993: 13). Even if his criticism is accom-
panied by somewhat megalomaniacal claims for U+G research as the
epitome of modern social science, it is not totally unwarranted, as I shall
demonstrate below.

Criticism, like charity, should begin at home, so let me use some of my
own research to demonstrate these points. In a reception study of the
American soap opera Dynasty (Schreder, 1989) I interviewed 25 American
viewers in the Los Angeles area in 1985. The informants, who were
recruited by a market research company, were equally distributed with
respect to sex and educational status (with/without college); the individual
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depth-interviews were open-ended and colloquial, lasted one to two hours,
including the viewing of an episode of the serial, and took place in the
informants” homes.

This empirical set-up with informants on their home turf, talking infor-
mally and dialogically about a TV serial they watched regularly to a
researcher from Denmark who was curious to learn of their programme
experiences, produced data with high validity.

The analytical interpretation of the interview transcripts found a host of
culturally interesting themes, most of them arising from programme expe-
riences that contradicted the prevalent notions of audience passivity and
ineptness. For instance, it was demonstrated that the data included evi-
dence of audience aesthetic capacities, such as ‘a clear awareness of the
mechanisms of drama and narrative, distinguishing between character
and actant roles’ (Schreder, 1989: 13). Short ‘representative’ quotations
from four interviews were presented as documentation. Another theme
was the informants’ inclination to read the serial reflexively as a vision of
the human condition in America today; statements from three informants
were offered in support of this point.

The value of these analytical insights remains clear in the historical aca-
demic context in which they were presented: in the face of then still
dominant Frankfurt School notions of passive audiences and misled
masses, and in the absence of any empirical studies of the cultural mean-
ing of soap opera® (other than bland U+G work on general ‘gratifications’),
it was necessary simply to demonstrate that such readings were possible,
even without specifying how widespread they were. Even Rosengren is
prepared to grant us that much, finding that reception research has ‘pro-
duced [. . .] an impressive number of ingenious and insightful case studies’
(1993: 13). These case studies showed, for instance, that even if media mes-
sages did have ‘preferred meanings’ (and some would contest this very
concept), these meanings were precarious because empirical audience
readings were always ‘polysemous’ and sometimes ‘oppositional’, to use
just a few of the theoretical keywords developed by reception research
(Fiske, 1987; Hall, 1974; Morley, 1980).

The community of scholars in mass communication research at the time
was largely favourable towards these and similar results then flowing out
of qualitative audience studies, probably because these results were, after
all, rather commonsensical even though they flouted conventional schol-
arly wisdom about mass culture. However, it remains true to say that the
results had to be taken on trust, as all reception data were only scrutinized
by the individual researcher doing the study, picking and choosing a few
select quotations to document the interpretations. No procedures were ini-
tiated which might demonstrate the reliability of the findings.

Such procedures were of course available in principle: the researcher
could have found someone to go over the data and check the interpreta-
tions. But in practice this was not feasible, as the projects were too
insufficiently funded to get research assistants to replicate the analysis,
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and pleas to colleagues for assistance in such a laborious task seemed
embarrassing.

Another shortcoming of qualitative work lies in its unrepresentative
data. Lack of funding, time and fieldwork experience are the reasons why
reception projects have used such small samples, usually 12, 16 or 20 infor-
mants. The sheer idea of studying a nationally representative sample
through qualitative depth interviews or focus groups seemed absurd at the
time, as the interview transcripts would run to thousands of pages. Less
would have to do.*

In his recent critique of Jensen (1995), Rosengren accuses reception
research of using only ‘convenience samples’, emphasizing that ‘results
from convenience samples — although often extremely valuable as genera-
tors of hypotheses — are not generalizable’ (1996: 136). Some samples in the
reception tradition are indeed convenience samples, that is, informants
who were picked for no other reason than their availability. Again lack of
funding has been the main reason. Incidentally, however, if criticism begins
at home, Rosengren should perhaps direct his fire against his own allies,
who seem to condone endless numbers of studies which use readily avail-
able college students as respondents: Frey et al. report that by 1985 ‘65.5
percent of published communication research [. . .] used samples drawn
from the college population’ (1991: 326).

The samples used in reception research are usually not convenience
samples, they are just small. Two types of sample have been quite fre-
quent: ‘network samples’, in which a ‘snowball technique’ has been used
(Frey et al., 1991: 135), asking subjects to refer researchers to other people
who could serve as subjects, sometimes by inviting them to their home for
a focus-group-like interview (Lewis, 1991; Liebes and Katz, 1990); and
‘purposive samples’, sometimes recruited by independent research com-
panies, as for instance in the Dynasty study mentioned above, which
recruited 25 informants distributed equally in terms of sex and education,
with the purpose of obtaining cultural and social variety in the sample.
Often, however, the informant distribution over demographic categories
has not been explicitly used in the presentation of results, because of a
scholarly caution against making too far-reaching claims for the modest
sample investigated, or because the number of respondents was too small
for clear demographic patterns to emerge.

At the same time, however, probably responding to a deep urge to find
numerical significance in the data, the Dynasty study does not abstain from
using ‘pseudo-quantitative formulations’ (Rosengren, 1996: 139), noting,
for instance, that ‘alongside the playful attitude one often encounters a
complementary serious attitude’, or that ‘many female viewers report their
perception of female strength being portrayed in the serial’ (Schroder,
1989: 14, 15, emphasis added). Similar pseudo-quantitative formulations
are found in many reception studies (see, e.g., the case study of the Cosby
audience in Lewis, 1991).° Faced with such expressions, any curious reader
is bound to wonder just how frequently and just how many.
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A countervailing tendency, away from the urge of closet quantification-
ists in the qualitative camp to generalize and to find (pseudo-)numerical
significance, has appeared in recent years through the rise of a more gen-
uine ethnographic approach to the media audience. Beginning with Lull’s
(1990 [1980]) study of the social uses of television in American households,
and gaining momentum after Morley’s call for a shift of interest ‘from the
analysis of the pattern of differential audience “readings” of particular
programme materials, to the analysis of the domestic viewing context
itself — as the framework within the “readings” of programmes are (ordi-
narily) made’ (1986: 14), numerous researchers have begun to
conceptualize and explore the media in the context of everyday life.

While some of these researchers see their ethnographic work as a con-
tinuation or extension of reception analysis, others argue that media
ethnography should be divorced from reception research. Thus Drotner
argues that ‘media ethnography may be defined as an epistemological
alternative to other forms of qualitative media studies and not as their
extension’ (1996: 34; see also Drotner, 1994).

This conceptualization wishes to take its analytical point of departure
not in a particular medium, but in a specific group of people, in order to
study ‘how various forms of mass media enter their everyday lives and are
appropriated as material and symbolic cultural resources’ (Drotner, 1996:
34). Drotner’s approach to a genuine media ethnography further requires
that the group studied is regarded as both recipients and producers of
mediated communication; that the researcher does not just carry out one or
a couple of interviews with the informants, but follows the group in dif-
ferent locations as a participant observer; and finally that the researcher
stays with the group for a considerable period of time.

A number of scholars have taken these political and epistemological
interests even further. Thus Ang and Hermes argue from a post-struc-
turalist-feminist perspective that media research should turn in the
direction of an ethnographic approach characterized by a ‘spirit of radical
contextualism and methodological situationalism’, in which ‘media con-
sumption should be conceptualized as an ever-proliferating set of
heterogeneous and dispersed, intersecting and contradicting cultural prac-
tices, involving an indefinite number of multiply-positioned subjects’
(1991: 321-2; see also Radway, 1988; Silverstone, 1994).

This perspective, moreover, stresses its ‘wariness of generalized
absolutes’ and its ‘observance of the irreducible complexity and relentless
heterogeneity of social life’, and warns that “the dangers of easy catego-
rization and generalization [. . .] are greater than the benefits of a consistent
particularism’ (Ang and Hermes, 1991: 323).

As I have pointed out elsewhere (Schreder, 1994), this kind of radical
ethnography — which is of course perfectly legitimate as a research per-
spective — tends to focus attention on the endless complexities of the
everyday and to delegitimate research that foregrounds the media. In
what appears to be a new theoretical and methodological orthodoxy of
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diffuseness, proponents of radical ethnography appear to be writing the
audience as well as the media out of reality, into the pure realm of situa-
tional discourses.

Lewis, on the other hand, urges us to recognize the ‘inevitable tension’
between ‘the desire to maintain a qualitative depth in the analysis and the
need to establish a systematic framework for organizing the data’ (1991:
95). To deny this tension and insist on particularism — because ‘general-
izations are necessarily violations to the concrete specificity of all unique
micro-situations’ (Ang, 1991: 164) — delivers a potentially devastating blow
to a media audience research that wishes to enter into a dialogue with
people (policy makers, other media researchers as well as ordinary citi-
zens) who do not understand, let alone share, the post-structuralist vision
of endlessly nomadic subjectivities. As Morley puts it, ‘without [. . .] gen-
eralizations, we risk floating in an endless realm of contextual specificity,
a play of infinite difference, in which we are reluctant to make any gener-
alization for fear of crudity’ (1992: 161; see also Alasuutari, 1995: 15ff.).

As I seeit, any piece of media audience research should be prepared to
answer simple questions about its findings in fairly simple terms, even if
such answers are necessarily an ‘incomplete’ representation of the ‘myriad
of dispersed practices’ (Ang, 1991: 162) explored by the researcher. Usually
with a minimum of analytical effort the researcher will be able to discern
the contours of patterns in the audience data, broad categories of similar-
ities and differences of perception and practice in people’s everyday
interaction with the media and their meanings.

In sum, media reception and ethnographic research — for all sorts of
good reasons — has been indifferent to questions of analytical reliability, but
has nevertheless been quite favourably received in many circles because of
its production of obviously valid findings. It moreover acknowledges that
its data and results are not representative in a statistical sense, and it has
been reluctant to generalize its data by analytically transforming them
into systematically defined formal categories that may be probed by other
researchers, let alone subjected to some kind of quantification.

Even with these limitations, the ethnographic tradition has produced
ground-breaking research with far-reaching academic, cultural and edu-
cational implications. Now it is time that we ask ourselves whether there
may be ways in which the limitations may be overcome so as to enable us
to deliver research with even greater explanatory potential.

Cross-fertilization in practice: the lure of ‘triangulation”

In the lessening conflictual scenario of contemporary media audience
research, then, it is generally recognized that survey-based social science
approaches and qualitative fieldwork approaches have different
strengths and weaknesses: ‘Quantitative observations provide a high
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level of measurement precision and statistical power, while qualitative
observations provide greater depth of information about how people per-
ceive events in the context of the actual situations in which they occur’
(Frey et al., 1991: 99).

In more precise research jargon, qualitative research has greater validity,
because informants can put items on the agenda, researchers can probe, the
data are contextualized, and so on. Quantitative research, conversely, has
greater reliability, because its more formalized procedures of data collection
and analysis increase the likelihood of obtaining consistent data and con-
sistent codings; and its findings have greater representativeness, because of
the larger samples and the sometimes random techniques used to recruit
them.

Many media audience researchers are likely to just accept this state of
affairs and to conduct their intra-paradigm business-as-usual. And the
research produced in this manner will probably continue to have its uses
and gratifications for the respective congregations. Over the years, how-
ever, quite a few people have addressed the issue of mutual
inter-paradigm openness and cross-fertilization (one of the more recent is
Alasuutari, 1995: 116ff.), sometimes against strong resistance from self-
appointed paradigm guardians (Holbrook, 1987).

From the social science side, Blumler et al. (1985: 258) raised ‘the
prospect of a meaningful cross-paradigm dialogue’, while Lull, from the
qualitative camp, suggested that ‘a convergence of quantitative and qual-
itative research offers the greatest potential for accurate description and
explanation of the significance of communication in all contexts’ (1985:
220). And a lot of such cross-fertilization has actually taken place, but
mostly in a manner which has condoned the inherent limitations of the
respective paradigms, because cross-fertilization has not been defined as
the creation of an integrated approach. Instead researchers have explored
ways in which the approaches may supplement each other.

This in itself is no simple matter and has been useful if only for the
general process of promoting dialogue across traditional lines of division.
In the conceptual landscape of empirical audience research, ‘triangulation’
has been an endeavour that has received almost unanimous support,
within a logic that is aptly expressed by a much-used textbook in the field:

Both types of observations can be used together profitably to achieve

triangulation, which enhances both the precision of the data gathered (with
quantitative observations) and the contextual influences on those data
(with qualitative observations). Using both types of observation also provides a
way of assessing the accuracy of the findings from one operational procedure by
comparing it with a different operational procedure. If the findings support
each other, both procedures are corroborated. If the findings are different, how-
ever, this does not necessarily mean that the data are questionable. The
difference could be a result of the types of data that are acquired through quan-
titative and qualitative data. (Frey et al., 1991: 99-100)
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Although this logic of corroboration has an uncomfortable ring of having
your cake and eating it, triangulation has been an exciting challenge for a
number of researchers, a kind of mantra that everyone endorses, probably
because of its unique potential as a credibility-enhancing mechanism: if
both methods yield the same results, your darling method stands vindi-
cated; if they don’t, you simply stick to the results produced by your
darling method and dump the conflicting results as due to contextual
noise.

Triangulation, Silverman observes, is a term borrowed from navigation,
‘where different bearings give the correct position of an object’ (1993: 156).
Although a certain semantic latitude should be permitted in the use of
metaphors, we may nevertheless note thatthe triangulating navigator does
not actually observe his or her object with different ‘methods’, he or she
uses the same method but from different locations.

Triangulation as used in media audience research usually implies that
the researcher seeks primary data about a research question in two (or
more) different ways. This is what Livingstone et al. (1994) did in their
study of TV studio audience discussion programmes. First, they carried
out a qualitative study that revealed viewers’ scepticism of experts, their
involvement in such programmes, and their perception of such pro-
grammes as a kind of mass-mediated public sphere; second, they did a
questionnaire-based survey about the same questions administered to a
nationally representative sample. The two studies corroborated each other,
and the survey thus enabled them to relate their findings to a number of
demographic variables.

In other cases, triangulation covers a research process which uses
another method as an auxiliary to the main method employed. Thus the
basically qualitative study by Jensen et al. (1994) of Danish viewers’
reception of television as flow in a multichannel environment found
through qualitative interpretation that the informants could be divided
into three viewer types: moralists, pragmatists and hedonists. Curious
about how widespread these types might be, the researchers then went on
to operationalize the types in the form of questions whose answers could
be easily quantified when administered to a representative sample of
Danish viewers.

The fundamental problem with triangulation is that we lack a theoreti-
cal framework for specifying the precise manner in which the different
methods actually observe, or ‘measure’, the ‘same’ object. Simply to say
that since each method provides a partial view, together they present a
more complete picture still begs this important theoretical question
(Silverman, 1993: 157).

In other words, if a U+G survey (whose validity is dubious) comes up
with similar findings to a qualitative study (whose reliability is dubious),
does this then make the U+G study more valid, and the qualitative study
more reliable? Many researchers would probably intuitively accept this
proposition. But what then if the two methods do not produce the same
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findings — is neither then valid and/or reliable? Or do we have to choose
which to believe, basing our judgement on how well each method appears
to be suited to the research question at hand?

As I see it, triangulation — which is in a sense cross-fertilization without
anyone having to change — is by no means the obvious or only solution to
the challenge of cross-paradigm dialogue. A survey does not suddenly
overcome its inherent problems of validity just because it is done by a
qualitativeresearcher as a token of open-mindedness. And vice versa for a
quantitative researcher taking over qualitative designs.

Moreover, data elicitation is always situated in a specific research
encounter. Consequently, qualitative and quantitative designs — which do
create different research environments — should perhaps not be expected to
provide commensurable data, nor findings. To use an alternative
metaphor, if a method is a ‘lens’, no one would expect two different lenses
to produce the same visual representation of the object.

The best of both worlds?

If triangulation is in some ways a phantom, or at least not a panacea, how
can cross-fertilization then be conceptualized? Is it possible to integrate the
strengths of the two main approaches into one research platform? In other
words, how can we design an approach characterized by high proportions
of reliability, validity and representativeness?

As I see it, validity, defined as the ideal that the study should adequately
capture the real-world phenomena it seeks to explore, is the starting point
and sine qua non when planning empirical research about cultural meaning
processes involving media audiences. If your findings live up to this crite-
rion, you at least know something. What this means is that the processes of
data collection and analysis should be thoroughly qualitative, in the
manner and for the reasons given by U+G researchers above (Gantz, 1996;
Roe, 1996).6

The truly cross-fertilized audience research project should then combine
its qualitative data collection and analysis with procedures that ensure
both reliability and generalizability. The achievement of these is a complex
task for any research project, qualitative or quantitative. In simple terms,
however, I take them to mean the following:

Reliability is centrally concerned with the question ‘Would other eyes observe
the same?’ This concerns the consistency of the procedures used in gathering
and analysing the data, for example ‘the degree of consistency with which
instances are assigned to the same category by different observers, or by the
same observer on different occasions’ (Hammersley, 1992: 67, quoted by
Silverman, 1993: 145). Another way of putting this is to say that we must
strive to eliminate arbitrariness of measurement and interpretation.
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Before anything else the avoidance of arbitrariness means that qualita-
tive researchers have to develop what Rosengren (1993) terms ‘formal
models’ that may mediate between the ‘substantive theories’ and the
‘empirical data’. For Rosengren it is precisely the lack of such formal
models in the ethnographic approach which is to blame for the fact that
‘key results cannot be carefully compared and, consequently, cannot be fal-
sified’ (1993: 11).

To this wemay add that itis also the lack of rigidly systematic categories
for the presentation of findings that has prevented qualitative studies
(including my own) from generalizing their results, instead ending up
with descriptive verbal characterizations that may be illuminating, but
which often also leave an impression of fuzziness.

Unlike quantitative research, the qualitative study cannot deliver a
numerical indicator of reliability. It has to find other ways of eliminating
the tendency of researchers to fall for ‘typical examples’ or to let hypothe-
ses influence the interpretations. As Hoijer puts it, ‘From one or two
concrete, vivid instances we assume there are dozens more lurking in the
bushes —but we don’t verify whether or how many there are, and there are
usually fewer than we think’ (1990: 19).

Hoijer recommends that the first requirement for the avoidance of such
pitfalls is to be very systematic: to carefully describe all steps in the analy-
sis: ‘Specify precisely what was done and how, and the underlying
assumptions in each phase of the research process’ (1990: 16). Second, all
analytical points must be supported by extensive illustrative quotations
frominterview transcripts. To follow these suggestions will certainly do no
harm, but more is required to persuade the sceptics.

Another strategy is to give readers insights into the process of data
analysis, as when Liebes (1984) publishes a two-column analysis of one full
Dallas interview with the transcript in one column and the analytical dis-
course in the other. The implication is that this ‘reading over her shoulder’
during the analysis of a specimen interview enlightens other scholars
about her analytical procedure as a whole.

Two other, related strategies are even more unusual in qualitative work;
in both cases ‘other eyes’ are invited to actually scrutinize the complete
data with respect to the interpretations and categorizations made by the
researcher. Funding permitting, one strategy could be to imitate the ana-
lytical process employed in quantitative research where two members of
the research team separately analyse the complete data set, then check for
and resolve disagreements about specific points before the report is drafted
(see the case study presented below).

Another strategy would be to use ‘external auditing’ to avoid arbitrari-
ness of analysis. For instance, Belk et al. (1988) submitted their analyses for
scrutiny by colleagues not involved in the particular study. They pro-
vided three peers familiar with the conduct and interpretation of
ethnographic research with the draft report plus the complete data sets
(field notes, videotapes, memos, etc.) and asked them to ‘examine the



THE BEST OF BOTH WORLDS? 53

report for its grounding in the data [. . .] to criticize the project for lack of
sufficient data for drawing its conclusions’, so as to ‘prevent the publica-
tion of works that are not based on careful methods and data collection’
(1988: 456).

Having myself filled the role of external auditor for a reception study by
Mick and Buhl (1992), it is my belief that the intersubjective scholarly
forum constituted by such peer auditing may be an answer to some of the
reliability problems of qualitative research, as it decisively improves the
dependability and confirmability of the findings.

Generalizability normally concerns the representativeness of the findings
and basically has to do with the nature of the sample used. However, in
the particular context of the recent scholarly disputes about ‘generaliza-
tion” within media ethnography, the concept is interpretive rather than
statistical and has to do with the question of whether or not it is desirable
to reduce the kaleidocospic data to a handful of categories that may serve
as ‘generalized findings’ (see the discussion of ‘radical ethnography’
above).

Generalizability defined more conventionally as representativeness deals
with the extent to which the necessarily small sample studied may be said
to represent the larger population for which the researcher wishes the
study to have explanatory power. As is well known, a representative
sample must be random and of a sufficient size to encompass the variety of
the population.

Sometimes we are interested in finding out about whole populations;
then we must observe traditional definitions of representativeness. And
it is clear that qualitative research will only rarely be able to fully live up
to this requirement. But, as Roe observes, in social science circles there
has been ‘a gross overvaluing of, and investment in, external validity, in
the sense of representative samples at the nationwide level [. . .] social
scientists have made something of a fetish of representativeness’ (1996:
90).

Many researchers who analyse media audiences, for instance in mar-
keting and broadcasting companies, are not at all interested in the total
population of a country; instead they may be exploring the perceptions of
a social-issues advertising campaign among people who donate to chari-
ties, or the reception of a science programme among a highly educated
target group. They do not need to abide by the conventional definition of
representativeness — two or three focus groups composed of relevant indi-
viduals may fully serve their purposes.

As an alternative to ‘representativeness’, Roe suggests that we abandon
any claim to some kind of ‘truth’ for our findings, however random and
statistically potent the sample, for the benefit of a more modest, and prag-
matically oriented, concept of ‘the map’, that is, our findings should be
seen as ‘abstract representations of features that are only intended to be
schematic’ (Roe, 1996: 89). Roe argues that this topographical metaphor
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enables us ‘to bypass the sterile controversy which surrounds the issue of
“quantitative” versus “qualitative” method’ because maps ‘can be made on
different scales, covering larger or smaller regions, with lesser or greater
detail [. . .] the real question becomes whether the level of generality which
a researcher employs is appropriate to the problem at hand, and whether
the details are sufficiently accurate to solve it’ (1996: 89). Qualitative stud-
ies may thus be regarded as charts of local areas with high explanatory
power, useful for manoeuvring in local regions where they provide a lot of
detail. Acknowledging this much is the concession which quantitatively
inclined researchers must give if the interparadigm dialogue is to make
any sense.

The qualitative side must concede that it is necessary to draw maps at
all: against the claim of some that ‘generalizations are necessarily viola-
tions to the concrete specificity of all unique micro-situations” (Ang, 1991:
162), those interested in cross-fertilization should insist that even with
small samples it is no longer sufficient to merely register the existence of
a plethora of topographical features in the area being explored. It is
mandatory that future travellers be supplied with ‘maps’ that indicate, in
a formalized manner, the relative ‘positions’ of the most important fea-
tures, even if this means initially sacrificing a considerable number of
details.

In studies of audience readings such ‘positions’ can sometimes be
schematically displayed in concentric circles, as was the case with the clas-
sic reading positions (‘dominant’, ‘negotiated’, ‘oppositional’) employed
by Morley (1992: 117) in the Nationwide study to conclude on his qualitative
findings.

A more recent example could be the categorization of readers of non-
product, ‘ethical’ corporate advertisements as ‘sympathetic’, ‘agnostic’,
and ‘cynical’ (Schroder, 1997); by representing these reading positionsin a
diagrammatic map as three partly overlapping circles it becomes possible
to represent the occurrence of ‘pure’ as well as ‘ambivalent’ informants in
the 16-large sample (see Figure 3.1).

Such generalized formal categories of reading and viewer types obvi-
ously do not present the whole picture — a lot of observational and verbal
detail is lost in the map, and must be provided with the map if it is to
make any sense. The challenge for qualitative audience studies therefore
consists in accompanying the generalizing maps with full verbal analyses
that describe individual ‘typical’ instances of each category as a kind of
depth ‘case’ study (e.g. a typical ‘cynical’ reading), as well as extensive pro-
files that distil the shared characteristics of all members of a category (e.g.
the shared characteristics of ‘cynical’ readers).

With such qualitative anchorage of the generalized positions expressed
by the ‘map of findings’, the distance between qualitative and quantitative
exploration may turn out to have been reduced to a minimum (see also
Alasuutari, 1995: 116ff.). The placing of the readers of ethical advertise-
ments in Figure 3.1 enables anyone to do a simple count of ‘how many’
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Agnostics

Sympathetics Cynics

Figure 3.1 Reading positions of British readers of ethical advertisements

informants occupy the different reading positions, or types. Such numerical
information will no doubt satisfy, if not the demands of real number
crunchers, then at least the curiosity of many closet quantificationists in the
qualitative camp. Many of them will no doubt fear to tread the path
towards full-scale quantification of such qualitative types. Nevertheless,
this appears to be an enticing prospect that should be further explored,
since, as Alasuutari puts it, ‘there is a lot of good in the quantitative
approach as long as it is not used in the standard fashion’ (1995: 3). It is thus
not inconceivable that we may now be able to deal with what once
appeared to be a remote ideal:

One of the tasks ahead will consist in conceptualizing a method which makes it
possible to incorporate and preserve qualitative data through a process of quan-
tification, enabling researchers to discuss the demographic patterning of
viewing responses, for instance the proportions of ‘preferred’ or ‘aberrant’
responses within demographic groups and in the general population. (Schroder,
1987: 27)

But that is another story.
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Towards an integrated approach: a case study of media
use in Denmark

The study The Danes and the Media: Daily Life and Democracy (Schreder,
1995) is one in a series of reports about the Danish media landscape com-
missioned by the Government’s Commission on the Media set up by the
Prime Minister in 1994. The purpose of the study is to explore through
qualitative methods how people are using the media in everyday life in
multimedia and multichannel society, and how their use of the media is
related to their participation in democratic processes.”

The study was conducted with 27 households in a major provincial city
that was chosen because it is demographically close to the national aver-
age, thus enabling us to come up with results that are ‘typical’, even
though they are not ‘representative’ of the whole country. The city has a
daily newspaper and most households have cable or satellite TV.

By selecting a small geographical area for the study we increase validity
because we gain access to informants living in a regional social system: an
everyday universe that thinks of itself as such, and which we can familiar-
ize ourselves with through many sources prior to engaging the informants,
for example by reading the local newspaper, listening to local radio news
and watching regional TV. This enables us to understand and to speak to
their concerns, and to better understand the references they make to their
everyday world of work and leisure during the conversations.

The 27 families were recruited according to the RISC-system, which
divides people into segments according to life values, which have a more
directrelation to their behaviour and attitudes than demographic selection
criteria. RISC (‘Research In Social Change’) is a mainly quantitative instru-
ment developed for marketing purposes, and is now used under different
names in many European countries. In Denmark it is based on more than
2,500 face-to-face interviews, each supplemented with a self-completion
questionnaire. It measures a total of 50 values, each value being based on
two to five questions, the response pattern of the respondents determining
whether they have the value in question. In this study a reduced version,
called MiniRISC, was used, which builds on the same principles. The end
product, arrived at through correspondence analysis, is a ‘chart of values’
(see Figure 3.2).

When individuals and groups are positioned in the chart we may get an
indication of the values characterizing these individuals and groups. The
south—north axis representing the value continuum from Tradition to
Innovation, and the east-west axis representing the continuum from
Idealism to Pragmaticism, enable us to distinguish four population seg-
ments called respectively BLuE (northwest), creen (northeast), pink
(southeast) and purrLE (southwest). They have the following characteristics
(which I here supplement with the Bourdieu-inspired labels given by
Dahl, 1995):
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BLUE Pragmatic-innovative, self-confident, consumption-oriented; rich
in economic and cultural capital, but relatively inclined towards
the former. Central values: technology, challenge, work over
leisure. Five households in the study.

GreeN  Idealistic-innovative, goal-oriented, ‘good taste’, ecological atti-
tudes; rich in cultural capital, not quite matched by economic
potential. Central values: personal expression, the environment
before industry, heterarchy. Seven households in the study.

PINK Idealistic-traditional, family- and health-oriented; more cultural
than economic capital, but not too much of either. Central values:
fitness and health, exploring mental frontiers, fear of technology.
Nine households in the study.

pURPLE  Pragmatic—traditional, stability-oriented, low in both cultural and
economic capital, tending towards the underprivileged. Central
values: conformity, selfishness, economic security. Six households
in the study.

I believe that the use of RISC - especially to the extent that the RISC chart,
as argued by Dahl (1995), delineates social relationships which are analo-
gous to those of Bourdieu’s model of society (Bourdieu, 1984: 128) -
enables us to avoid some of the shortcomings of both previous U+G
research and qualitative studies of media reception, especially the lack of
relationship between individuals and the wider social context.

The RISC approach remedies this macro-level shortcoming, as it con-
ceptualizes media users in social space. By drawing a map for locating
people simultaneously in terms of life values and tastes, and to some
extent in terms of income, education and status (or economic, cultural
and social capital), RISC enables us to identify the cultural relation
between a clearly defined social group, its central values and lifestyle, and
the media it uses. The RISC chart of values thus allows researchers to
position informants in value segments which also indicate relative social
position.

Most of the 27 households consisted of two adults, with or without chil-
dren, but some were singles. The adults covered the ages 25 to 70. Most
households had cable or satellite. The interviewer visited each household
twice, with three to four weeks in between; each interview lasted between
one-and-a-half and two hours and was tape-recorded. The 27 interviews
were divided between two experienced qualitative researchers in their
mid-twenties, so that the same researcher did both interviews with a
household. To ensure high validity, the data collection method used open,
relatively symmetrical interviews, where the interviewer navigates
through all the relevant topics, in the order which appears natural in the
situation.

The first interview dealt with the informants themselves, their everyday
life past and present, their obligations, activities and interests, work and
leisure, and to a limited extent their use of media, which then became the
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focus in the second interview. The two interviews thus supplemented each
other in covering both everyday life and use of the media.

In order for informants to feel at ease and thus to increase validity, both
interviews were held on a concrete level. For instance the talk about TV
and radio use took its point of departure in and constantly referred back to
TV diaries for the last two days filled out by household members prior to
the interview. As regards print media, each informant was asked at the end
of the first interview to collect the papers and magazines received and
read in the week before the second interview; these publications were
dealt with one at a time, and informants were asked to explain why they
receive them, how much and when they read them, how they like the con-
tent, and so on.

In the data-analytical stage an effort was made to take issues of reliabil-
ity more seriously than is usually the case in media ethnographic studies.
The first interview with each household was summarized topic-wise, with
direct quotations of significant passages. The second interview was tran-
scribed verbatim from the tape. In the interpretation of each interview the
analyst again listened to the tape and scrutinized the transcripts, then pro-
duced a thematically organized ‘household profile’, which included both
components of the household’s everyday life and their uses of and atti-
tudes to the different media, and the relationships between daily life and
media uses. Each household profile was constructed independently by the
project director and by the research assistant responsible for the household
in question, so that all profiles were cross-checked back to the tapes/tran-
scripts. Finally the 27 household profiles were synthesized in the project
director’s report.

Findings

The data available to this study were exclusively of a qualitative kind.
And there is a problem of space in connection with the presentation of such
data. The following selective and brief summary will therefore not be able
to do justice to the many-faceted findings we made in the analysis.

In the original report (Schroder, 1995), findings about categories of
media users, for instance, were reported both in the form of a three- to
four-page case profile with lengthy interview quotations of a typical cate-
gory member, plus a generalized profile of the cases making up each
category. Here I shall have to condense the findings even more.

It was one of the main objectives of the study to explore the role of the
media in the lives of democratically ‘active’ and ‘passive’ citizens. We
decided to define these two types of citizen in terms of their involvement
in organizations and associations as ‘organizers’, and to explore the incli-
nation of the two types to seek information through the media: active,
democratic citizens are individuals who participate in decision processes at
different levels, and who keep informed about the society they live in.
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Individuals who do both are good democratic citizens; those who do
one or the other need no reprimands either. The problem lies with those
individuals who do neither: they pose the challenge for a media policy that
wishes to empower those who are, or are in the process of being, discon-
nected from the democratic process.

‘Democratic activity’ we defined as participation in public organiza-
tions and associations outside of the home; it is not sufficient to be just a
member of such associations, it is necessary to be an ‘organizer’, some-
one who takes initiatives, gets elected to the board, and so on. It matters
less, we decided, whether the association in question is a political party,
a grassroots organization, a sports club or cultural association. The
essence of ‘activity’ is to be in a position where one has influence over
some aspect of the public or private life of fellow human beings. On this
basis we divided the 27 households into democratic ‘organizers’ and
‘non-organizers’.

What really matters for people’s ability to function as democratic citi-
zens is their actual knowledge about social affairs from the local to the
global. However, our project design did not enable us to test such knowl-
edge. Instead we operationalized the concept of ‘information-seeking
through the media’ as a function of people’s use of a range of media which
are democratically important:

substantial TV news programmes (15 minutes and more);

TV debate programmes and documentaries;

substantial radio news programmes (10 minutes or more);

radio debate programmes and documentaries;

one daily newspaper;

one weekly or monthly magazine with serious journalism;

other media with serious social and cultural journalism (e.g. journals,
organizational magazines, etc.).

On the basis of the interviews we divided the 27 households between
those who do and those who do not use at least three of the above
media/genres on a regular basis to keep informed about political, social
and cultural affairs.

When the criteria of democratic participation and information-seeking
are combined we end up with four categories of citizens (see Figure 3.3).
Numbers show how many of the 27 households belong to each category.
Below I shall draw a brief profile of each category, concluding with the rec-
ommendations we made on the basis of the analysis.

CITIZEN CATEGORY A: WELL-INFORMED ORGANIZERS  The five households in
this category consist of individuals who are active information-seekers
through the media and who are democratically active, often in broad
national or regional associations in the areas of politics, trade unions or cul-
ture. They belong to the Blue and Green value segments. They have a
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Figure 3.3 Democratic participation and information-seeking through the
media

selective TV practice that focuses on news, documentaries and films while
also including some entertainment. Radio is mostly a background
medium, except for news programmes, which are listened to with atten-
tion. Newspapers are considered essential, and they read both a national
(morning) and a local (afternoon) paper every day. They see these media as
a sine qua non for their ability to function in democratic contexts.

CITIZEN CATEGORY B: WELL-INFORMED NON-ORGANIZERS The ten house-
holds in this category are frequent users of the informative media, but
they have not involved themselves as organizers in democratic contexts.
They belong to the Blue, Green and especially Pink value segments. Their
appetite for information is due to the fact that they have a generally curi-
ous attitude to life, but also because they feel it is a citizen’s duty. They are
not as selective in their use of TV as category A, and in addition to the
informative programmes they enjoy many types of entertainment as well.
Radio is a background component of the morning ritual, and may be used
attentively for news and informative programmes during the day. They
read one daily newspaper, national or regional/local. Under the right cir-
cumstances they would be able to become more democratically active.

CITIZEN CATEGORY C: LESS WELL-INFORMED ORGANIZERS The eight house-
holds in this category have involved themselves actively in their
surroundings, especially in social and recreational community associa-
tions. They do not make a sustained effort to keep informed through the
media. They belong to the Green, Pink and Purple value segments. They
don’t want to go out of their way to watch the TV news, but they often do
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watch it; otherwise TV is used mainly as an entertainment medium, which
accompanies many other activities of family life. Radio, with its mixed
music and journalism flows, is a ‘sound carpet’ at work, and in some home
situations, so here they pick up many important bits and pieces about
political, social and cultural affairs. They rarely read a daily newspaper,
finding the weekly freesheet sufficient. They care enough about their local
community to participate in its public activities.

CITIZEN CATEGORY D: LESS WELL-INFORMED NON-ORGANIZERS The four
households in this category are not democratically active, and they do not
actively seek diverse sources of information. They belong exclusively to the
Purple value segment, that is, a group with few economic and educational
resources. Their TV consumption is dominated by entertainment flows
that are always there in the background, so they also watch news pro-
grammes if such occur in the flow. They do not dislike debate and current
affairs programmes when once in a while they bump into them, but they
do not actively consult printed or teletext TV listings in order to seek out
such genres. Radio is a background medium both at work and at home.
The local freesheet is irregularly supplemented with a national tabloid
paper. These households focus on their own private affairs and do not feel
any need to join in community activities.

Recommendations for media policy

The well-being of a democratic society presupposes that people are well
informed and involve themselves in public decision processes, as people in
category A and to some extent categories B and C do. However, a democ-
ratic society cannot force people to live up to this ideal, only encourage
them to do so by creating institutional frameworks that promote the ideal,
such as public schools, libraries, electronic media, and so on.

In contemporary Danish society many adults, in categories C and espe-
cially D, have organized their daily lives in such a manner that they do not
regularly expose themselves to democratically important informative,
print or electronic, media. Most people in these groups do tend to follow
‘the news’, but they do not regularly expose themselves to in-depth cov-
erage of social affairs in newspapers and news magazines.

The qualitative nature of the data-gathering process enabled us to dis-
cover that these people do sometimes encounter and get interested in
in-depth coverage of such issues, but only when they ‘bump into’ debate
and current affairs programmes on TV. This may happen when such a pro-
gramme turns up on one of the channels they habitually watch, or when
they accidentally zap into one. In the interviews, category C and D infor-
mants often speak with great enthusiasm about an engaging documentary
about welfare clients, or a debate programme about the educational system,
but their having watched it is almost always a result of coincidence.
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Media policy in itself can do little to remedy this situation, which is a
product of fundamental economic and social forces in Western society.
However, one modest thing that an empowering media policy could do, in
order to preserve or create media that may connect groups with few social
and educational resources to the democratic process, in the community
and nationally, would be to ensure through legislation that there remain
national TV channels which are required and committed to producing and
broadcasting informative programmes and to scheduling them during
prime-time when people are actually watching.

Moreover, many statements by informants indicate that it is not sulffi-
cient to think only in terms of conventional programme types. It is
necessary to develop the aesthetic means of expression of informative pro-
grammes so as to not just inform audiences, but also to engage and to move
them: the best way to capture audience interest, for current affairs and
documentary programmes, seems to be to lean more towards the narrative
forms of fiction formats.

As regards debate programmes, many informants spontaneously
offered the criticism that discussion programmes were too often ‘cut off’
by programme hosts anxious to get on with the programme. Broadcasters
should therefore aim to develop a range of genuinely dialogic formats in
which participants, who should include both ordinary people and
experts, can speak their minds and are not all the time ‘cut off’ in this
manner.

Other findings

Other findings of the study enable us to present a cultural portrait of the role
of television in multimedia society, pointing out the similarities between the
uses of television today and the uses of some of television’s predecessors in
the media landscape, for example the increasing similarity of, on the one
hand, TV channel and programme supply and, on the other, print media
supply in terms of the diversity which meets the consumer-citizen in front
of the screen and at the newsstand, respectively. Other similarities have to
do with an increasingly individualized consumption of TV; an increas-
ingly fragmentary ‘reading’ process (zapping/browsing); and, as a parallel
to radio, an increasing use of television as an accompaniment to other
activities, or vice versa. The cultural significance of such similarities, the
report suggests, might be to remove some of the often expressed public
concern about the devastating consequences of television’s role in our
lives, since what television is ‘doing to’ modern culture is not that different
from what other media have been doing for decades without attracting the
same amount of fear and criticism.

The study also produced insights about informants’ attitudes on a
number of single issues. As already indicated, it turned out that a large
number of informants were dissatisfied with the way the participants in
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TV discussion programmes are ‘cut off’ by programme hosts wanting to
get on with the programme lest audiences get bored and change chan-
nels. It was widely felt that in order to give voice to a society’s democratic
debate television hosts should not interrupt people so frequently. This
issue was not included in the interview guide, but was brought up spon-
taneously by many informants, thus demonstrating one of the strengths of
qualitative research: the researcher’s imagination is not the limit of possi-
ble insights to be gained from the study.

Another issue that was, often spontaneously, raised by informants was
the placement of commercial spots in the TV flow. Danish viewers are in a
good position to judge here, as the two commercial channels have different
practices: the public service-committed TV2 is only allowed to have com-
mercials between programmes, whereas the fully commercial TV3 places
commercials the American way. All informants without exception
expressed their great annoyance with commercial interruptions — even if
many of them have learned to live with them. If media policy is to reflect
the wishes of the population, the study thus shows that new licences to
advertising-based TV channels should require them to place commercials
between programmes.

Final remarks

The case study presented above is not offered as a flawless model of how to
accomplish a paradigmatic integration characterized by perfect levels of
reliability, validity and generalizability. The claim that can be made for the
study is that its conceptualization and execution have taken place in a con-
stant struggle with these methodological ideals in mind. For that reason,
whether it is judged to be successful or not, it can hopefully serve for other
researchers as a stimulus for methodological reflection and development.

Notes

1. Thisis not to deny that there are empirical research tasks for which one or the
other of these approaches is ‘right’ (cf. Hjarvard, 1995: 25). The argument here is that
we should also explore how their application in conjunction should transcend the
often-invoked notion of ‘triangulation’. Other interesting solutions to overcoming
the qualitative/quantitative divide are discussed in Alasuutari (1995: 116ff.).

2. See also McQuail’s recent attempt to reformulate the U+G proposition in a
less mechanistic manner which, while retaining its implied rationality of media
users, puts more emphasis on certain ‘key linkages’, for instance between social
background and experience and expectations from the media (McQuail, 1994: 319).

3. I am here deliberately excluding then forgotten early empirical studies of
radio serials (such as Herzog, 1944).
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4. To my knowledge the only reception studies to get even close to representa-
tiveness are Lewis’s (1991) studies of news reception and the Cosby Show sitcom,
which interviewed 50 individuals and 50 groups, respectively.

5. In contrast, Lewis’s news study, which used individual informant inter-
views, supplies exact numerical descriptions, here about audience perceptions of
a politician’s speech: ‘Of the fifty respondents, forty-one incorporated references
to the speech into their readings, thirty-eight incorporated references to his recep-
tion, and only twelve incorporated references to the story’s history’ (Lewis, 1991:
151).

Lewis has recently put forward a strong argument for the rehabilitation of quan-
titative methods in cultural studies research, where ‘the lingering suspicion of
numerical data has degenerated into a habit’ (Lewis, 1997: 84). For instance, he
argues that ‘it is important for us to know, roughly, the number of people who con-
struct one reading of a TV programme rather than another’ (1997: 87).

6. Iwould like to stress that I am not arguing that questionnaire-based surveys
should be abandoned as a research technique. The research recommendations
below are directed specifically towards research into ‘cultural meaning processes
involving media audiences’, that is, the object of study common to the scholars in
the two paradigms who call for cross-fertilization. There will still be other, vast
fields of study that invite, and indeed require, different types of method: ques-
tionnaire surveys, laboratory experiments, introspection, and so on, and various
combinations of these, as when a large-scale survey is preceded by a qualitative
pilot phase, or a qualitative study is supplemented with a survey.

7. For the benefit of readers not familiar with the media scene in Denmark (pop-
ulation 5 million) here are a few facts. There are three Danish TV channels: TV1 is
the old public-service broadcaster (‘Danish Broadcasting’), programme-wise much
like the BBC in Britain; TV2 is the newcomer, which broke the monopoly in 1988,
operating under public service requirements but almost totally financed by com-
mercial revenue, similar to Independent Television in Britain in several respects; the
third channel, which has avoided regulation by the Danish Government by oper-
ating through satellite out of London, is completely commercial, not too different
programme-wise from American network TV. Regional and local TV are still of
minor significance as compared with the national channels. A majority of house-
holds have access to a range of Scandinavian, European and global channels
through satellite or cable.!

Radio is dominated by the three differently profiled channels of the Danish
Broadcasting Company (which also owns TV1). In addition there is a huge audi-
ence for local radio all over the country, mostly commercial stations. There are
around ten daily national newspapers, and just over a dozen different regional
daily newspapers, with some local editions. Most provincial towns have a weekly
or biweekly newspaper that is distributed to all households.

Notes

1. The market share of the three Danish channels is approximately 75 per cent
(1999).
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PART II

THE NEW AGENDA: THE
INSCRIPTION OF AUDIENCES

4

MEDIA FIGURES IN IDENTITY
CONSTRUCTION

Joke Hermes

When I took my first newspaper subscription (a typical Dutch rite de pas-
sage), I chose one of our two ‘quality newspapers’. 1 decided against the
obvious choice, the left-wing Volkskrant and chose instead the far more
conservative NRC. The NRC - a Times-like newspaper — I felt could be
trusted to give the most reliable information on how the British Royal
Family at that time was managing its relational crises. The scandal of all
those royal marriages going wrong I savoured all the more by reading
about them on NRC's international news page. Of course, the price for my
involvement in the discourse of quality news production was that there
was relatively little to read, especially preceding the Charles and Diana
crisis, the Squidgy tapes and their 1995 television appearances and the
subsequent speculation about the future of the British monarchy, a legiti-
mate subject for all of the serious press. Throughout the 12-year period I
have been subscribing to NRC, though, they published royal gossip, usu-
ally while condemning the (British) tabloid press.

In this chapter I will discuss the wide varieties of ways in which we as
audience members engage with media figures, ranging from royalty to
news readers, to pop stars to the common people brought on the tube by
reality television. The relation between audiences and stars has been the
object of many disciplines, from theatre and film studies to media studies
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to mass psychology and social psychiatry. All of these disciplines have
their own ways of dealing with this relationship. I will present a media
and cultural studies perspective here that uses social discourse as its cen-
tral term. Psychological theories of catharsis (the cleansing effect of, for
example, experiencing mediated violence) or identification (losing one’s
own identity in favour of taking on the identity of a much-admired other
person) from such a perspective are not much help in our media-satu-
rated world today, nor are theories of mass hysteria. Such approaches
presume a direct link between individuals and media (persons) that does
not give ‘culture’, or the discursive layer between individuals and their
surroundings, its due. Stars are central to our present-day media culture.
They will be presented in this chapter as nodes in the discursive meaning-
producing machine that culture is. Stars anchor meaning production for
us.

Different media genres have different rules for their stars. All, however,
need a certain amount of ‘personalization’, news genres as much as popu-
lar fiction genres. After a general discussion of media, meaning and media
heroes, I will discuss women newsreaders as a strong example of the
importance of media figures and personalization. News production ideol-
ogy tends to be serious and ‘modernist’ (as opposed to postmodern and
more relativizing) in orientation. It would like to be able to discount the
subjective and messy human factor altogether in favour of objectivity and
factuality. But the news, like other media genres, functions through its
central personalities, its anchor(wo)men. This news and media production-
centred discussion of media figures in identity construction will then make
way for an examination of the audience.

Towards a new question of audiences, media figures
and identity

When I interviewed readers of gossip magazines as part of a wider
research project on women'’s magazines, I discovered that my pleasurable
excitement in reading gossip was hardly different from what they felt
when reading cheap gossip weeklies. Whereas for me gossip items being
printed in the NRC made them all the more scandalous and therefore deli-
cious, they had their own strategies for extracting maximum reading
pleasure. They tended to take the scandal more for granted than I did and
most enjoyed sifting out the ‘truth” about so and so’s love life, affairs or
money mismanagement. My favourite respondent (70-year-old Christine
Klein) claimed: ‘There is always a kernel of truth. When they write that she
[Martine Bijl] is divorcing her husband, she’ll leave, but how [. . .] you have
to search the other magazines, they write slightly different things’
(Hermes, 1995: 125). Practised readers of gossip magazines have learned, in
my opinion, how to read them. It is a kind of game: ferreting out a truth



MEDIA FIGURES IN IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION 71

that is lodged in the minute details of daily life, which has to be found
between the lines or in carefully disguised body language (see also
Pursehouse, 1991, on reading the Sun). The truth will in the end elude us,
both I and my gossip readers know. Still, reading gossip is like coming
close to human nature ‘in action’. “You get a buzz from it somehow, I don’t
know why,” said one of my other respondents (Mona Brooks, 19), ‘you feel
more alive’ (Hermes, 1995: 142).

I found no indications that either my respondents or I myself especially
identified with the celebrities we like to read about. There was curiosity,
empathy, a feeling of connection, derision and sometimes even anger, but
there was no reason to validate the common-sense conviction that people
in general would want to model themselves after their media heroes (cf.
Fiske, 1987: 170-3). On the contrary, their interest in the details of celebri-
ties” lives would, among other things, seem to be a means of bringing
them down to the level of ordinary human beings and to imagine them as
part of their extended families. This brings me to my central question: how,
then, are media figures important for identity construction?

Identity construction here is defined as a sociological rather than a psy-
chological process. More specifically, identity construction needs to be
understood as a process of meaning making whereby individual identities
are formed as a result of social interaction based on or making use of cul-
tural sources of meaning production. The availability of cultural sources of
meaning is structured by societal power relations, as are the rules for using
them. There exists as it were a discursive layer between individuals and
media culture, referred to as ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1980), vocabular-
ies or ‘interpretive repertoires’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Vocabularies or
repertoires partly overlap with and partly are independent from media dis-
course. This discursive layer will be central to my discussion of the uses
and functions of media heroes in contemporary culture.

It needs to be stressed that media figures, contrary to common-sense
conviction, are both more and less than ‘role models’. Also neither ‘identi-
fication” nor fandom (which will be discussed below) is especially
emotional or irrational — other standard ingredients of much discussion of
media figures — even though they both can be. Both the place of media fig-
ures in media production routines and ideologies, whether acknowledged
by media producers or not, and readers’ strategies to deal with media con-
tent are more interesting than the scapegoating accusations we so often
hear about. The strict moral rules and codes of our society, and the break-
ing of those rules, are easily identified with media figures. But although
they are convenient scapegoats, it is difficult to hold them responsible.
They are as much a product of societal ideologies, of which media ideolo-
gies are an integral part, as producers of rules and codes, in the sense that
they appear to offer options for dealing with society. What interests me
here, rather, are the underlying discursive mechanisms of meaning pro-
duction, and those will be focused on.
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Media heroes anchor processes of meaning making

Television is the best example of the importance of what John Fiske calls
‘characterization’ (1987: 149). He argues that television is centrally con-
cerned with the representation of people (1987: 149). “About 80 per cent of
prime-time US network television is fiction and this is typically presented
in terms of its leading characters’ (1987: 149). However, non-fictional media
genres depend just as much on characterization or personalization. This
holds true as much for the presentation of news — Fiske (1987: 149) claims
that newsreaders get as much fan mail as soap opera stars — as for its
actual content. Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) famous 1960s news values
research is another classic example: elite persons are an important charac-
teristic of — printed — news.

The first, very simple point, then, is that mediated communication,
whether fiction or news, apparently needs central characters. This is the
accepted view for fiction content. However, it is also true for the news,
which, in the modernist discourse of quality news, is something akin to a
curse. News and factual content (based on the one-dimensional notion
that a description, a fact or an interpretation is either true or not true, and
that this is all that matters) cannot be understood as next-of-kin to fic-
tional text. There is evidence to this effect, though. For example, Bird and
Dardenne (1988), in an article on the narrative qualities of news, remark
that the kind of news readers are consistently attracted to is ‘human inter-
est’ news. This is news that is written in ‘story’ form rather than as a
chronicle or account. Bird and Dardenne suggest that the form of human
interest news is at least as important as its content. They go on to remark
that:

Certain types of news (like unroutine crime) and certain types of audience are
given the full story treatment, while most ‘serious’ news is not. And [. . .] while
undoubtedly many readers have learned the particular narrative code of objec-
tive reporting, the majority of readers show a marked inability to process
political news in anything but the broadest of terms’. (Bird and Dardenne, 1988:
78)

Stories have characters, heroes and villains, chronicles are far less person-
alized.

Others too, such as Schudson (1996: 153), have offered examples of the
interwovenness of news and fictional popular culture genres as regards
their ‘story’ character. Stories need central characters, who in turn are
needed to ‘establish identification’, as Galtung and Ruge (1965) put it.
What Galtung and Ruge call ‘the need to establish identification” becomes
in a discourse perspective ‘the need to anchor processes of meaning
making’. Identification in such a perspective becomes less an individual
state of mind seen from a psychological point of view than a process that
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motivates meaning making by temporarily attaching the abstract to the
living. How this works has been widely documented in popular culture
research. Studies of Madonna (Kellner, 1995; Lewis, 1987; Schwichtenberg,
1992), of detectives such as Miss Marple (Shaw and Vanacker, 1991) or V.L
Warshawsky (Pope, 1995), or even of film texts such as The Sound of Music
(Dyer, 1992) may count as examples.

Dyer’s (1992 [1976/7]) case study of the musical The Sound of Music, for
instance, shows how the film text may set up a number of problems and
solutions which are (partly) resolved at the level of the text (dialogue and
songs) but also, importantly, in the figure of the actress playing Maria (the
protagonist), Julie Andrews. At the heart of the film are the governess
Maria’s awakened sexual feelings for her employer Colonel von Trapp, a
widower, against the background of the German-Austrian Anschluf3 at
the beginning of the Second World War. Von Trapp is from an old aristocrat
family and much opposed to Nazism. He shares Maria’s love of folk cul-
ture. He falls in love with her and, unsuitable though the match may be,
marries her. He ends up taking Maria and his children across the border to
Switzerland into an unknown future. The exhilaration this film provides
those who love it certainly does not stem from its narrative, nor from its
rather insecure ending (we leave the von Trapps in the middle of nowhere
on a mountain peak), but with the sexual and emotional current running
through it, produced by Julie Andrews, according to Dyer. Her clear voice
and awkward stance underscore the free sexuality the music suggests but
which the narrative cannot handle because there is no model for a positive
and free female sexuality. At its most abstract, The Sound of Music is about
the dialectic between freedom and order. Andrews embodies the two in her
singing and her acting: while her singing is unparalleled, her acting is
stilted.

Bennett and Woollacott’s analysis of James Bond (1987), subtitled ‘The
Political Career of a Popular Hero’, makes much the same point. The figure
of Bond anchors a series of processes of meaning making. Bond, for
Bennett and Woollacott, is a figure of modernization and the embodiment
of ideologies of nation, class, gender and sexuality. In their reconstruction
of Bond’s popularity (which is, of course, an exercise in how any popular
hero comes to have meaning), they recognize how ‘Bond’ as a figure is
made out of a range of texts, including the Ian Fleming novels, the films,
gossip about the actors playing Bond (Connery, Moore, Brosnan), the mer-
chandising. They argue that

Bond’s status as a popular hero was clearly illustrated in the programme shown
by ITV in May 1983 to celebrate the twenty-first anniversary of Bond’s first
screen appearance in Dr No (1962). The programme consisted of clips from the
Bond films interspersed with the views and estimations of Bond held by a series
of famous personalities from the worlds of entertainment, sports and politics
[among them President Reagan]. Without exception, all of those interviewed
spoke of Bond as a real person. Not seriously, of course, to genuinely mistake
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Bond for a real person would be a category mistake, a sign of dementia. Rather,
the point is that, albeit tongue-in-cheek and knowingly, they all entered into the
imaginary game, constructed by the programme, of treating Bond as if he were
a real person with a real history. (1987: 13)

To have some connection with Bond, so to speak, and for the figure of
Bond to have had the cultural significance he had, we make Bond into a
‘real person’, to be rewarded with the ‘Bond’ way of looking at the world,
undercut by the camp and humour of especially the Connery and Moore
interpretations of Bond. We invest popular media figures with reality
status.

Seeing media figures as real and as part of our everyday cultural and
emotional experience is part and parcel of how media texts come to have
meaning. Serious media discourse, such as the discourse of quality news,
tends to disallow for this embeddedness of meaning making in everyday
fantasy life. When it comes to how we relate to media figures, the choice in
serious, modernist media theory would seem to be restricted to mass hys-
teria (in the case of popular fiction genres) or disavowal (when it concerns
news media). In modernism the personal and especially the feminine are
part of a chain of signifiers that suggest non-quality, irrationality, emo-
tionality and the loss of control (cf. Huyssen, 1986). A closer look therefore
in the next section at a troubling figure in serious news production: the
woman newsreader. Since Woman is such an unsettling trope in mod-
ernism, it should not come as a surprise that women newsreaders as media
figures play a key role in controversies over journalistic performance and
quality. Journalism’s very identity is seen as being at stake.

News, newsreaders and modernity’s fears

In May 1992 then Vice-President of the United States of America Dan
Quayle attacked Murphy Brown, protagonist of the sitcom of that name, for
encouraging and exemplifying moral poverty. Murphy Brown (played by
actress Candice Bergen) is a journalist who at the end of that particular
season gives birth to a child, and becomes an unwed mother. Piquant
detail: Quayle spoke in California less than two weeks after the Rodney
King riots (amateur video footage of a black man being beaten up by the
police in the street without any provocation led to mass riots in Los
Angeles) and managed to exchange ‘poverty in Los Angeles’ for a broader
poverty of values (Walkowitz, 1993: 40). Rebecca Walkowitz uses this exam-
ple to show how, in the subsequent society-wide debate, women in
journalism are not only the medium of news but integral to news as spec-
tacle. This, in its turn, exposes journalism as other than the ‘ungendered,
objective mediation of truth’ (1993: 43) it sets itself up to be. (See also Hallin,
1996, on high modernism in journalism.) It is intriguing that a fictional
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character is so ‘real’ that she set off both the Quayle response and the sub-
sequent debate in and about the press. The show, moreover, did well out of
the fracas: it increased its ratings. Quayle fared less well: he disappeared
from politics.

Quayle’s (unsuccessful) attack on Murphy Brown, fictional journalist,
raises questions about how rigidly coded the space for media figures and
especially for women is (whether it concerns fictional characters or actually
existing persons). Walkowitz uses Murphy Brown to show how ‘real’
women in journalism are under a heavy obligation to show ‘propriety and
professionalism’, which is less the case for male journalists. Women are
implicitly assumed to be a less moral genre of person than men are, easily
given to (sexual) abandon. Their authority as journalists is directly related
to the extent to which they manage to be ‘sexless’. The more they are a
spectacle, the more they relinquish authority, is how Walkowitz portrays
American (television) journalism, using several other examples as well
(1993: 45-6).

The attack on Murphy Brown, the show’s retaliation, the uneasiness in
addressing Murphy Brown, the fictional journalist (should she be Ms
Brown, should her first name be used, should her status as a fictional char-
acter be made clear?), in subsequent reporting, give some idea of the issues
involved when news media try to come to terms with their closeness to fic-
tional media genres in contemporary media culture. A closer look at those
media figures perceived as central to the debate about preserving the qual-
ities of news (the battle between quality news and tabloid news, or between
responsibility and commercialism, cf. Hallin, 1996) shows us women car-
rying the burden of keeping the worlds of fact and fiction apart. They
symbolize the threat of the two becoming indistinguishable. Real-life
women newsreaders are icons, integral to the discourse of quality news as
sign of disorder repressed. As media figures they call forth a chain of anxi-
eties about media effects and put them to rest. Women newsreaders are the
pegs on which modernist news discourse hangs its queasiness over vul-
nerability and uncertainty as opposed to factuality, certainty and control.

Media figures do not only function in audience practice. They also func-
tion as link between the ideologies that inform media production and the
everyday repertoires used in media reception. This is important because
much is changing in media production and especially in television pro-
duction. New genres such as reality television, in its many forms, are
providing us with a new set of characters in television life, including the
talk-show host and the woman or man ‘in the street’. These new figures
will surely change our relation to the media and to media figures. What the
example of women newsreaders makes clear is that they will do so from a
severely coded space. What are the confines within which media figures
operate and in which, ultimately, audience practice may take place?

Ien Ang’s (1985) study of Dallas made clear that the audience’s inter-
pretive space in that particular case was defined by an elitist ideology of
mass culture (Dallas as American trash) versus a populist ideology. The



76 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

debate about television news and documentary production suggests that
there, too, two major ideologies stake out the domain in which media pro-
fessionals, audiences and critics may operate. There is a more
old-fashioned, print-based discourse of quality news production, which
can be dated to what Daniel Hallin (1996) has called the era of ‘high mod-
ernism’ in journalism. The high modernist view can be characterized by its
‘transparent’, innocent notion of language. In this view language is still a
mirror of reality, which will be damaged irreparably in the so-called ‘lin-
guistic turn’, although it certainly has not completely disappeared.
Language after the linguistic turn is widely recognized to be a construction
based on social codes. Language can never directly or fully represent all
that is out there. News, like all language, involves selection and construc-
tion of its raw material: the happenings of life itself.

In television production, modern, pre-linguistic turn’ views of news
and language are at war with postmodern, post-linguistic turn” views. A
crude but useful distinction is between the ‘modern’ production ideology
of quality news and the ‘postmodern’ production ideologies of commercial
media production, exemplified in the gossip and tabloid press and in
‘tabloid television’ (cf. Kilborn, 1994, on reality television; Sholle, 1993).
The clash between these two ideologies is partly played out before our
very eyes, on the screen, for instance in the strategic choice for more
women newsreaders when the Dutch Journaal was changed to secure its
audience, and in simultaneous allegations of increasing sentimentality and
quality loss. The two discourses, this suggests, have strong gender conno-
tations, and women on television, much more than men, are the embodied
icons of this genderedness.

A second example then, to show how public service television news
could not escape renewal and innovation. It concerns Dutch newsreaders
and the decision of the editor-in-chief of the Journaal in the mid-1980s
(until then the only Dutch television news show) to have more women
newsreaders. Liesbet van Zoonen (1991) describes how in the 40 years of its
existence the Journaal achieved its high point of objectivity (and dullness)
in the mid-1970s, a policy that was overthrown in the mid-1980s. Peter
Brusse, a new editor-in-chief, who was to stay for only two years, decided
that the news should be a popular television programme with natural
transitions, more than a dull listing of events. The news should offer
opportunities to identify with events and personalities. Human interest
stories therefore had to be a major ingredient of the news, and newsread-
ers were urged to transform their serious mode of address into a more
intimate style (Van Zoonen, 1991: 222). Brusse’s restyling of the news was
accompanied by the hiring of an amazing number of women newsreaders.
They, apparently, were felt to be more suited to the new, intimate style of
the Journaal. Rather than ‘decorative performers’ (Holland, 1987: 149 in
Van Zoonen, 1991), or all-knowing authorities, Dutch women newsreaders,
according to Van Zoonen, are like caring mothers, always there to tuck you
in after a rousing day (1991: 226).
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The Dutch public service news thus found its own way to deal with
competition from new non-Dutch channels (available via cable) and com-
mercial news broadcasts. It is intriguing that the changes in style and
content needed to be embodied by hiring women. It could be flaunted as
an emancipatory move while also signifying a thoroughly reactionary
definition of femininity by stressing women as more caring, more per-
sonal, more motherly, in short, than men could ever be. The Journaal
appeared to break with older, rigid modernist definitions of news as objec-
tive, abstract and quintessentially dull while it exchanged one type of
authority for another. The caring mother can be just as much a figure of
power and control, and is perfectly capable of taking up the position of
honorary man.

Nothing much changed in the relation between the Journaal and its audi-
ence. Or did it? Print journalists decried the new Journaal for being populist
and obvious. From the point of view of quality news discourse, the Journaal
was about to forsake its political and critical function. From the point of
view of the audience, it would seem that the genderedness of news dis-
course was primarily translated into critical observation of the dress sense
of the new women anchors (they lacked it, of course). Women newsreaders
are more ‘person’ than male newsreaders are, and their presence invites
different viewing strategies. Having women read the news does not upset
its intrinsic values, but it does call them into question, if only just a little
(which was upsetting enough for critics).

The case of women newsreaders makes clear among other things how
important personalization is for processes of meaning making. Quality
news discourse likes to posit an ideal-type news (whether objective or
investigative) in which the need to personalize and anchor meaning pro-
duction is for the most part displaced onto the viewer. He (rather than she)
is supposed to be well informed and therefore able to understand the
wider implications of everyday news, as well as why the words of politi-
cal leaders and captains of industry need no further legitimization. But for
our knowledgeable news viewer, footage of the French President giving a
speech is not so different from an interview with a soap opera star in a
gossip weekly: both embody the abstract.

What my anecdotes about fictional and real women newsreaders also
make clear is that practices of identification and meaning making are
gendered at different levels. Whereas we are used to especially consider
gender at the level of the practical and the everyday (e.g. how actual
women and men relate to different types of news, cf. Bird, 1992; Jensen,
1986; Morley, 1986), or at a highly abstract theoretical level, for example in
feminist philosophy (e.g. Nicholson, 1990), media figures give us access to
an intermediate level of meaning production. It links the ideological and
the everyday. It is the place where it is suggested more strongly than in
mundane-everyday-business-as-usual or than in philosophy that the
essence of femininity is lodged in women’s bodies rather than in dis-
course. It is the level of naturalization where the abstract is made
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concrete, but it is also the level where the embodiment of the abstract may
be challenged.

From the perspective of audiences

Audience practice has many ways of dealing with media figures. Since the
Beatles conquered the United States in the early 1960s (Douglas, 1994), the
most prominent form of the relation between audiences and media figures
would seem to have been hysteria. Going by the mass of screaming girls
outside the expensive Amsterdam Amstel Hotel sometime in the spring of
1996, where Take That, a now defunct but then popular English boy band,
were staying just after they broke up (they were in Amsterdam to give their
last concert), girls still claim public space in a most spectacular manner.
Fandom gives young women a good reason to assert their right to the
street. But it does more. From interviews with Take That fans! it becomes
clear that fandom provides a focus for fantasy life, as well as for intimate
friendships with other fans. The girls used many standard genres
(romance, soap opera) to fantasize about themselves married to the band
members. Talking about all kinds of possible scenarios (rows that need to
be made up; becoming family by marrying different band members) gave
them huge pleasure. The breaking up of the group was a true disaster
therefore, as well as, it would seem, an opportunity to experience devas-
tation at a more or less safe distance.

Although hysteria may at first glance describe the behaviour of these
young women audiences, a closer look reveals that fandom has its
rewards: such as belonging to a group of friends, and as a means of writ-
ing yourself into highly popular genres, which provides a playground of
identity construction. Likewise the Beatlemania of an earlier generation of
fans can be seen, in retrospect, to have broken up the rigid gender distinc-
tions of middle-class American life (Ehrenreich et al., 1992: 101). According
to Ehrenreich et al. (1992), who also interviewed fans, the Beatles” androg-
yny was itself sexy. One of their interviewees (13 years old when the
Beatles came to Los Angeles) says:

I think I identified with them, rather than as an object of them. I mean, I liked
their independence and sexuality and wanted those things for myself. [. . .]
Girls didn’t get to be that way when I was a teenager — we got to be the limp,
passive object of some guy’s fleeting sexual interest. Wewere so stifled, and they
made us meek, giggly creatures think, oh, if only I could act that way, and be
strong, sexy and doing what you want (Ehrenreich et al., 1992: 103).

Neither fandom nor hysteria is exclusively a women’s domain. Not only
did the Beatles have many young male fans as well, as do quite a number
of contemporary bands, young male mass hysteria has been documented
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too. A most interesting example is given in Carol Clover’s Men, Women and
Chain Saws (1992). In it she describes horror film as a typical young males’
genre (1992: 6). Astonishing is their taste for so-called ‘slashers’ and rape-
revenge horror films (the genre label may be taken literally), and their
identification with the female victim/hero of these genres.

The only way to account for the spectator’s engagement in the revenge drive is
to assume his identification with the rape-avenging woman. [. . .] Although
earlier cinematic rapes allow for a large measure of spectator identification with
the rapist (I am thinking of Frenzy and Straw Dogs in particular), films from the
mid-1970s go to increasing lengths, both cinematic and narrative, to dissociate
us from that position. Even when the rapes are shown, they are shown in ways
that align us with the victim. (1992: 152)

And her revenge is atrocious indeed. Clover’s study is mainly a text analy-
sis in which identification is seen as a necessary step to enjoy the filmic text
(1992: 59). However, she also refers to participant observation of the
slasher’s main audience: ‘groups of boys who cheer the killer on as he
assaults his victims, then reverse their sympathies to cheer the survivor on
as she assaults the killer’ (1992: 23).

Clover’s analysis is intriguing, as is her assertion that ‘[i]Jronically, it
may be the feminist account of rape in thelast two decades that has both
authorized a film like I spit on your grave and shaped its politics’ (1992: 152).
Feminism has given us woman as a credible and forceful avenger. What is
of interest here is that both examples (girls” excessive fan behaviour over
pop groups as well as boys’ identification with the slasher movie’s ‘final
girl’ — all other females, and usually a number of males as well, have been
slaughtered by the time she assails the killer ) make clear that the image
produced by terms such as idolization, hero worship or, indeed, identifi-
cation obscures the embeddedness of audiences’ relations to mass media
text in specific social relations as well as the discursive role (as opposed to
emotional role) played by the media figures involved.

The popularity of horror as a genre, and the particular form horror sub-
genres take, only make sense against the broader dynamics of social change.
Without feminism there would have been no final girl or avenging woman,
nor would young men experience the amount of gender confusion that
makes horror an ideal testing laboratory. Beatlemania likewise becomes
understandable when seen against the background of a rigid gender role
system; a system that was under considerable pressure among other things
by the growing economic importance of the teenage market (see Hebdige,
1988: 29-30). The appeal of the male star, according to Ehrenreich et al., was

that you would never marry him; the romance would never end in the tedium
of marriage. Many girls expressed their adulation in conventional, monoga-
mous terms, for example, picking their favourite Beatle and writing him a
serious letter of proposal, or carrying placards saying, ‘John, Divorce Cynthia.’
But it was inconceivable that any fan would actually marry a Beatle or sleep
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with him (-) or even hold his hand. Adulation of the male star was a way to
express sexual yearning that would normally be pressed into the service of pop-
ularity or simply repressed. The star could be loved noninstrumentally, for his
own sake, and with complete abandon. Publicly to advertise this hopeless love

was to protest the calculated, pragmatic sexual repression of teenage life. (1992:
97)

Both Beatlemania and horror fandom are spectacular examples. It is tempt-
ing to understand them as exemplary for our relationship to media figures.
That, however, is only to a certain extent the case. More mundane forms of
media in their unobtrusiveness perhaps make clear other aspects of the
connection between media figures, audiences and identity construction.
Some of my gossip readers, to whom I referred earlier, felt deeply involved
in the lives of their heroes. They deduced from photos that they had been
given medication they had had themselves; they worried over allegations
of homosexuality; they admired them for coming to the rescue of those less
fortunate in life (see Hermes, 1995: 125-6). Likewise they were indignant at
young Dutch soccer players attached to foreign clubs who live abroad and
fly to Amsterdam for a night out (Hermes, 1995: 131). There appeared to be
two dimensions to their involvement, two ways of talking connected with
reading gossip magazines, which I termed the extended family repertoire
and the melodrama repertoire.

The extended family repertoire more or less explains itself. On an imag-
inary level it helps readers to live in a larger world than in real life — a
world that is governed by emotional ties, that may be shaken by divorces
and so on, but that is never seriously threatened. Sociological realities such
as high divorce rates, broken families, children who leave home hardly
ever to be seen again, are temporarily softened. The world of gossip is
like the world of soap opera: whatever happens, they do not fall apart (cf.
Modleski, 1984, on soap opera). Indeed, some of the artists who were men-
tioned in the interviews had not appeared publicly for a long time as
singers or entertainers but they lived on in the world of the gossip maga-
zines and their readers.

The repertoire of melodrama is more complex and gives a stronger
sense of the importance of media figures in identity construction. The
repertoire of melodrama can be recognized in references to misery, drama
and by its sentimentalism and sensationalism, but also by its moral under-
tone. Life in the repertoire of melodrama becomes grotesquely magnified.
In the vale of tears that it is, celebrities play crucial and highly stereotypi-
cal roles, reminiscent of oral and folk culture. The moral undertone of the
repertoire of melodrama questions what makes life worthwhile, though
normally not by rational reasoning, but by emotional appeal or outrage.
The repertoire of melodrama appears to provide solace because of the
misery of others: readers gave me examples of how the misery of others
made them feel better about their own lives, or, at other times, how it
allowed to them to have a good cry over frustration and sorrow they chose



MEDIA FIGURES IN IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION 81

not to analyse more closely. Gossip magazines’ celebrities thus become
almost archetypal figures. They embody different aspects of everyday life:
frustration, ambition, (the wish for) parenthood, relations breaking up.
Using the experiences of celebrities and of the occasional ‘ordinary person’
in the gossip weeklies, readers build and test scenarios in case the same
drama were to occur in their own lives. The repertoire of melodrama
appeals to forms of ‘connected knowing’ (Field Belenky et al., 1986: 113).
Knowledge is seen as springing from experience rather than rules or books.

However, at the heart of the repertoire of melodrama, there is also a
deep sense that the world is unjust, which points to a more collective sense
of social inequality. To enjoy it when things go badly for ‘rich and famous
people’ (as one of my readers put it) is a way of imagining cosmic (rather
than political) justice taking its toll. Commiseration and indignation are
equal ingredients of the pleasure of reading gossip magazines. The public
figures portrayed don’t need to come alive to be assigned the classic roles
of (oral) folk culture: heroes and villains, and scapegoats for the system
and for social inequality. The adulterous priest and the hated tax collector
are roles now reserved for incest-committing fathers in the serious press,
and for politicians in the gossip press. In gossip magazines and tabloids we
also find healers and noble outlaws and the king who did not really die.
John F. Kennedy, for example, according to American supermarket
tabloids, is still alive. They print stories, photographs and unshakeable
testimony of witnesses (Bird, 1992: 175-87). Kennedy, concludes Elizabeth
Bird,

like James Bond (-), Robin Hood (-), or Elvis Presley (-), has become a figure
encrusted with narratives that intersect with each other differently, according to
the reading of different individuals. (-) [Slpecific stories about Kennedy are
often resonant with association that goes beyond him as an individual - con-
ventional narratives of hero, lover, national leader, and so forth (1992: 188).

The two (general) repertoires that govern how gossip weeklies are made
meaningful, the extended family repertoire and the repertoire of melo-
drama, are built on a fantasy of community. The extended family
repertoire’s friendly manner simply draws a wide circle of media figures
into a person’s private life by discussing them intimately. On an imaginary
level this creates community. The repertoire of melodrama creates com-
munity in a different manner. It comes into play when readers are
indignant, when they are deeply shocked or moved and wish to evaluate
what they have heard. By reading gossip or talking about what they have
read with friends, they appeal to and thus construe shared standards of
morality, which alternate between disapproval and understanding. Gossip
creates an intimate world, a sense of belonging. Moreover, in interpreting
the gossip magazine text, readers use and validate their own personal
knowledge and experience. When you are faced with understanding moth-
erhood, it doesn’t matter that the other is a queen: the moral community of
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gossip scales down such differences, as well as exploits them when that is
more appropriate. As circumstances require, media figures are read as
embodying a more formal or a more personal role.

In the case of gossip magazines, media figures are instrumental to the
creation of community identity, whether it concerns the prototypical gossip
weeklies’ audience such as elderly women with lower class backgrounds,
or, in the case of my women’s magazines research, gay audiences for
whom gossip magazines are camp. Reading gossip as camp gives it an
extra dimension. Integral to that extra dimension is also a feeling of com-
munity, both concretely (flirting with what you have read about the stars)
and imaginarily and subversively (bespeaking disdain for mainstream cul-
ture as well as for the straight roles gay people are forced into). Gossip as
camp contests cultural space and in its contestation undergirds individual
and collective identities. Obviously, in the last case, media figures are as
much ridiculed as admired and loved.

Conclusions

Media figures are important if we want to know how the media come to
have meaning. Two central sites of media meaning production were iden-
tified here as media production and audience practice, a conventional
view. Of course, actual meaning production goes on continually and can
only be grasped by research at specific moments and instances. Media fig-
ures provide such instances. The charisma we, as audiences and producers,
accord our present-day stars, the link they make for us between the
abstract and concrete, offering us a feeling of ‘being more alive’, also makes
them important in a more general quest of media, meaning production and
identity construction.

Audiences have many ways of dealing with media figures, that much
will be clear. However, despite the multitude of possibilities, culture, the
discursive layer between human beings and media texts, channels mean-
ing production into near-tangible forms of discourse. My own women’s
magazines research suggests that all media or media genres have their
own sets of repertoires. Discursive formats such as everyday repertoires
are important to audiences because they are built on different kinds of
imagined identities, whether communal or individual. Reading feminist
women'’s magazines, for example, for the readers I spoke with, had to do
with creating a temporary and imaginary identity of a female homo univer-
salis: a woman who is extremely well-read; feminism for her (or him, as the
case may be) is something she keeps in touch with rather than what she
lives. The ordinary as well as the famous women portrayed were kept at a
distance. Reading traditional women’s magazines had to do with control,
other women’s experiences can be learned from, and a woman forewarned
stands stronger.
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It is a safe bet that watching the news has to do with strengthening
one’s sense of citizenship. As Ingunn Hagen found out in her television
news study, readers experience a deep sense of ambiguity over following
the news. On the one hand, they feel it is their duty; on the other hand,
they are oftenbored with it (Hagen, 1994). This accords with what Hagen
calls the romantic ideal of the democratic citizen, as opposed to the every-
day experience of seeing little of use in the Norwegian public television
newscast Dagsrevyen she researched (1994: 214-15).

In as far as media figures embody the abstract, and thus anchor
processes of meaning making, they are our guides, competing like mad
with one another, to the wider world of cultural citizenship. As such they
deserve more attention than they have been given. Diana and Charles tell
us something about power relations both in class terms and in gender
terms; the breakdown of their marriage has spawned many a discussion of
infidelity, personal freedom and anorexia. As media figures, these two
now have images much bigger than themselves, helped along as much by
royal press mismanagement as clever manipulation. As such they break
open, in the case of my conservative newspaper at least, the modernist dis-
course of quality news. From behind the smokescreen of denouncing the
tabloid press (in much detail), Diana and Charles’ personal life unbal-
anced the careful critical and abstract international news page, inviting
close reading of all international news to find the personal in the abstract.
Such is the stuff of cultural citizenship: a mix of discourses ties us, each in
our own ways, into the larger whole of the cultures we live in.

Notes

1. The interviews were conducted by Ellen Wierda, Amsterdam, as part of a
research project on young people and fandom (1996).
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CULTURAL IMAGES OF THE MEDIA

Pertti Alasuutari

The tragic death of Princess Diana in a car crash after being followed by
photographers in Paris, on 30 August 1997, invoked questions about the
way in which we habitually conceive of the media in everyday life.
Throughout the world, people were furious at the photographers, who, by
hunting pictures of Diana with her boyfriend Dodi Al Fayed, were com-
monly thought to be partly responsible for the fatal accident. We read or
heard about that anger from the media, often also expressed by represen-
tatives of the media themselves. The media were self-reflective of their
own role and position. Soon two camps were constructed: self-identified
quality papers put the blame on the ‘yellow press’. In many commentaries
it was noted that the guilt could also be extended to the general interna-
tional public, whose great interest in the private life of the beloved princess
made the pictures of Diana so expensive that the photographers were
ready to do whatever it took to get them. All in all, the accident probably
made many people throughout the world conscious of the complicated
role of the media.

Thus, when we are talking about the media we are in fact dealing
with much more than press agencies, journalists, radio, television or
newspapers; we are talking about a whole organization of social reality.
We could not properly conceive of contemporary society and the world
system without the role of the high-technology networks of mass and
personal communication that bind people and places together, and are an
essential part of business, politics, emotional and public life. In other
words, the media are a tough object of knowledge to conceptualize. Yet in
everyday life, most of the time the media are taken as massively given,
without invoking them as an object of reflection. The media are only
brought to discourse in the face of particular problems related to their
role or functioning.

We could talk about a basic rule in the ‘phenomenology of everyday life’
according to which there has to be sufficient controversy over an issue or
object of knowledge for it to become ‘visible’, to be constructed as a known
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and named object. Second, it follows from that rule that the different ways
in which the object is then discussed are relevant to the typical problems or
controversies associated with the object in question; that is self-evident,
because without those problems and controversies the object would never
have been constructed in the first place.

Third, objects of knowledge in social reality — such as ‘the media’ — are
typically constructed by making use of metaphors, that is, by paralleling
them to well-known, easily understandable images borrowed from other
spheres of life. Consequently, often an object of common knowledge can be
understood by identifying the key metaphors invoked in making sense of
it, and the discourses related to it.

The images we habitually use in discussing a topicsuch as the media are
in many ways powerful, because the parallel drawn between an image and
the present object of attention highlights aspects that could otherwise be
missed, but such metaphors also guide perception. The imagery normally
used may reflect old sensibilities, and might not speak to present experi-
ences and problematics. Yet, in their clearness and concreteness key
metaphors are often so powerful that they tend to lead new discussions in
such a direction that they fit the old images.

In this chapter I will discuss the most common images of the media, and
how they have been applied to especially radio and television. These
images can be grouped into three sets. The first set of images employs the
metaphor of a channel or a window, and evokes discussions about how
transparent the media are, or how they distort the picture they convey of
outer reality. The other set of old images utilizes the metaphor of a square.
Within these images, the media can be seen either as a marketplace or as a
forum. Finally the third, and most heterogeneous, set of images deals with
individuals’ personal relationships with the media. Within it, the media
may be compared, for instance, to a friend or to addictive drugs or stimu-
lants. After first discussing the role of cultural imagery in general, I will
discuss these images of the media. Then, I will discuss how these images
have been applied to radio and television. Finally, I will round up the dis-
cussion by trying to explain the differences between the cultural images of
radio and television.

Cultural images and routinized practices

As said, most of the time we take the media for granted. Daily life and
social order are based on routinized, taken-for-granted lines of thought and
action, and the media are part of this self-evident, unquestioned environ-
ment of modern life. As Paddy Scannell puts it, ‘people everywhere listen
to radio and watch TV as part of the utterly familiar, normal things that
they do on any normal day’ (1995: 4). In other words, most of the time we
do not waste a single thought on the media as an object of knowledge in its



88 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

own right. We do not normally interact with, say, TV by first invoking this
or that cultural image or frame within which to observeit, in order then to
watch it. Instead, we proceed directly to the frames and images needed to
make sense of and perhaps to comment on the particular programme — or
the events taking place ‘out there’ that the programme tells us about.

However, although the particular cultural images of the media are only
invoked in contexts where there is some kind of ‘metadiscussion’ about the
media or media use, it would be a mistake and a simplification to assume
that they do not have any role or importance outside the very instances
where they are specifically addressed. The media are an essential part of
our everyday life and social reality, and that is why they have a place in the
overall ‘map’ people use in navigating in this more or less shared reality.
Individual maps may more or less differ from each other, and when they
do, people work out a shared understanding of what is going on, as espe-
cially ethnomethodological conversation analysis has pointed out.
Working out such a common understanding does not mean that every-
thing we assume about social reality is spelled out; that would be an all too
philosophical and complicated (actually impossible) undertaking for all
practical purposes of everyday life. We must bear in mind that the key cul-
tural images of the media are also mostly taken for granted, and
unproblematically provide us with the common ground on which basis we
can talk about ‘the media’ as an object of knowledge.

Am I saying that people perceive the media through a shared mental
map, which is most of the time taken for granted and therefore not made
explicit? I suggest that the situation is more complicated than that. There
are several repertoires or discourses people invoke when discussing the
media at a meta level. Practically only social scientists theorize the media
just for the sake of theorizing. Cultural images of the media circle around
different problems attached to people’s media use, and in that sense we
could say that none of them represents a shared map used in dealing with
the media. Such maps are nowhere explicated, and the whole image of a
complete ‘master map’ must be rejected. Instead, we could say that there
are certain ‘landmarks’ to which people repeatedly refer when moving
about in the terrain of modern life, with the media as an integral part of it.

Several of these landmarks of mediascape entail a moral aspect. For
instance, how to ‘responsibly’ or ‘rationally’ behave as audience members,
or what media contents are appropriate to different audience groups, such
as children. In other words, images of the media are constructed in relation
to individuals’ subject positions as citizens or audience members.
Individuals may reject such implicit prescriptions or proscriptions, and
when needed justify why they do so, or they may constitute themselves as
moral subjects who follow certain normative rules in their media behav-
iour. To take an extreme example, the American Amish reject mass media
altogether, and totally refrain from watching television (Kraybill and
Olshan, 1994). To make the picture even more complicated, let me point
out that such embedded moralities related to the images of the media may
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have long ago been taken into account in individuals’ media practices and
become routinized and therefore not normally invoked, but again this
doesn’t mean that the cultural frame which accounts for such media rou-
tines has no importance.

Transparent and distorting media

During the presidential elections in Finland in 1994 one of the television
channels asked people in the street what they thought about the public
images of the presidential candidates. ‘Have the media influenced your
image of the candidates?’, the interviewer asked them. Some individuals
thought that they had, others said no. None of the interviewees nor the
journalists pointed out how absurd the question actually was. Hardly any
ordinary citizen would have any means to form an image of the candidates
outside or irrespective of the media. Still the interviewees were able to
regard it as a basically sensible question.

I suggest that the people interviewed could regard it as a sensible ques-
tion by automatically separating two types of media coverage, or rather
two perspectives of the media, from each other. These are two key images
of the media.

The first image of the media is a ‘weak’ one. Within it, the media are
equated with ‘the world” or ‘the news’ itself. Over the years we had fol-
lowed daily political events with the candidates involved: read about them
in the newspapers or seen them on TV delivering speeches, negotiating or
giving statements as politicians. Seen from this angle, we simply witness
what is going on in politics and in the world generally; the media them-
selves are a self-evident, transparent ‘extension of ourselves’ (McLuhan,
1964), the technology that enables us to witness events which happen in
far-away places. We could call it the link metaphor.

The second image of the media concentrates on the impact of the insti-
tution and technology of the media: how they may in various forms distort
the picture we get from reality. It may be that not everything is told, or that
the image we get is not truthful. To return to our example: during past
years we had also seen or heard in the media things that have an image-
building aspect. Even the way a candidate puts his or her views into words
can be seen from that perspective, but especially personal interviews,
knowledge or gossip about the candidate’s private life are cases in point.
There certainly was more of this kind of media coverage during the can-
didates’ campaigns, although TV advertisements were not (yet) allowed in
1994. The people in the street who were asked about the effects of the
media were supposed to make a difference between the ‘hard facts” and the
media-influenced ‘image’ of the candidates, although all information about
the candidates came from the media. Let us call this the representation
metaphor.
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In practice these two images of the media blur into each other in many
ways, because they both perceive the media as some kind of a channel to
the world out there. Especially the image of the media as a representation,
as a distorting channel, may at any moment be evoked to overrun the
weaker image of the media as a link to the world at large. This is especially
true when we consider the different subject positions with which the
images provide the audience. Within the image of the media as a link,
audience members are typically seen as more or less informed citizens,
whose duty should be to keep themselves informed of what is going on, at
least as regards politics and other hard news. On the other hand, following
‘less important’ events, such as sports or popular culture, may be consid-
ered as a waste of time, which could have been spent keeping oneself
informed. This designation of certain events as ‘less important’, is often
achieved by arguing that they in some ways distort audience members’
world view. In other words, argumentation is borrowed from the repre-
sentation metaphor.

Within the image of the media as a (potentially distorting) representa-
tion, typically audience members are assessed or criticized from the
viewpoint of their abilities to be critical and doubtful of what they see or
hear. As to thenews, critical audience members should not rely on a single
source, and in any case should assess the way in which an event is repre-
sented. As to fiction, critical audience members are supposed to assess
how ‘realistic’ the events and characters are.

Within these two images, the subject position of the audience is more or
less equated with that of a nation state’s citizens. That is why there is a par-
ticular ‘media policy’ perspective to these images. Within it, citizens assess
how appropriately the media function in a given nation state, and such
assessments are used as justifications for demanding changes in the own-
ership, control and legislation of the media. In the case of fact reporting,
news and documentary, the media are assessed as to how well they are
able to educate the people, keep them informed, and help them form a
good and many-sided picture of the world. As to fiction, the media are also
seen to have a more or less successful role in not only entertaining people
but giving them good models and values.

The media as a forum or a marketplace

The second set of images of the media can be traced back to two
metaphoric usages of a square. Within these two images, the media can be
seen either as a forum, agora, or as a marketplace.

When evoking these metaphors, discussants often appeal to the princi-
ple of ‘freedom of speech’, and to a ‘free press’ as its guarantee. In the case
of newspapers, the image of the media as a forum typically refers to dif-
ferent political parties with their own newspapers or other forms of
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communication, expressing their views and trying to win citizens as voters
on their side. In this instance, newspapers may also be conceived as mar-
ketplaces of ideas and other interesting material; it can be thought that
citizens buy or subscribe to those papers they find interesting and useful.
The principle of freedom of speech is also extended to the realm of art and
literature. For instance, Western countries have defended Salman
Rushdie’s ‘artistic’ right to write what he wants to in the name of the free-
dom of speech, whereas Iran seems to have approached it within the
channel or window metaphor, arguing that Rushdie conveyed a false and
insulting picture of Islam.

Within the electronic media and especially television this set of images
has typically been seen in relation to opposing media policy views.
Television has been seen either as a public forum or as a marketplace, each
metaphor invoking different notions of the audience (cf. Ang, 1991:
26-32).

With the rise of electronic media, the ancient idea of the media as an
open forum, as the ‘public sphere’ where people can express their own
views on anything, became problematic. It is of course already true of
printed media that not everyone can afford to establish their own news-
paper to get their voice heard, but in the case of electronic media it has also
been technically impossible. At the dawn of electronic media there were, in
a single nation state, a limited number of available wavelength areas for
broadcasting. Partly for that reason, partly for other reasons, as soon as
radio transmission was invented, in most countries the state controlled
radio and television, often in the form of a state monopoly. It has typically
been argued that in this way freedom of speech is actually best secured.
Thus the metaphor of the media as a forum or agora has been used to serve
the ideology of public service broadcasting. It was reasoned that a demo-
cratically elected organ has to decide about the contents of public
broadcasting, the ideal being that the audience-as-public get what they
need as citizens: high-quality programming and important information.
Public service programming ideology adopted a public educational func-
tion. A prime task of state-owned broadcasting was to ensure that news is
impartial and the national audience are, or become, educated citizens and
informed voters.

The discourse justifying commercial television, on the other hand, sees
the media as a marketplace and the audience as market. Within this
metaphor, the different channels and programmes are presented as prod-
ucts that the viewers or listeners are free to choose from as ‘customers’. In
that sense, ‘freedom of choice’ comes to the fore instead of ‘freedom of
speech’, but it is typically argued that in the system of commercial broad-
casting the audience eventually get what they want by ‘voting’ with their
remote controls.

Yet, these two opposing images of the media share certain premises.
Whether it is audience-as-public or audience-as-market, whether viewers
or listeners are conceived as members in a democratic meeting or as
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customers choosing between different programmes, in both cases it is con-
sidered their business to view or listen to what they like or to draw their
own conclusions from it: the voter or the customer is king.

Entertaining and addictive media

There is also a third set of media images, which deals with the media in
individuals’ lives. They are thought to affect people’s lives and personali-
ties by informing, entertaining, and by being a factor in interpersonal
relationships within domestic settings. For instance, they can be thought to
reflect power relations within the family (Morley, 1986), or be likened to
other electric appliances and communication and information technologies
in the home (Gray, 1992; Silverstone, 1991, 1994; Silverstone and Hirsch,
1992; Silverstone et al., 1991; Spigel, 1992).

This set of images is quite heterogeneous. As will be seen in the follow-
ing sections, where I discuss the images of radio and television in the light
of qualitative interview studies, people may resort to a plethora of
metaphors. The imagery we use to make sense of our experience is very
much dependent on a context, and in that sense there is hardly any limit to
the images we may employ.

However, many of the images used in this instance address the effects of
the media on individuals. It may, for instance, be feared that individuals
lose their sense of reality, that is, their ability to see the difference between
real life and the imaginary world of TV programmes (Alasuutari, 1992).
Thus, the metaphor of the media as a distorting representation is invoked
to discuss their psychological effects. In this context, the media may also be
likened to addictive drugs to discuss individuals’ autonomy as media
users (Demers, 1989; Spigel, 1992: 51-3).

The invisible radio

When considering the imagery of the media outlined above, it seems that
radio is most often perceived within the image of the media as a link, an
extra sense or an extension of ourselves through which we are in immedi-
ate contact with the world at large. Of course radio is not nearly the only,
hardly even the most important, medium through which we get our daily
information about the news of the world, but it is the prime example of our
ever-present, self-evident contact with the rest of the world. When listen-
ing to or hearing a radio broadcast we seldom conceive of ourselves as
doing anything else than ‘staying tuned’ to events in other places. We do
not think that we are being ‘exposed” to influences, although we may not
like some of the music ‘they’ play out there.
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Because of this image of hearing rather than being addressed ‘eye to
eye’ as an audience member, people do not often notice that they are
indeed listening to the radio. This observation of the invisible role of radio,
made repeatedly in the history of scarce radio research (Lewis and Booth
1989; Mcllwraith and Schallow, 1983; Mendelsohn, 1964), also emerged
very strongly in a study of radio listening I made some years ago
(Alasuutari, 1997).! When people were asked how much they listen to the
radio, many of them said that they listen to it reasonably little.

Q: How much do you usually listen to radio?

A:  Well every now and then, it depends. When I'm for instance driving my car I
listen to it. And, erm, sometimes, when I happen to be at home then I also
listen. But not very much anyway.

Q: How much do you usually listen to radio?

A:  Well, in the morning [. . .] as I'm coming to school and [. . .] That’s about it, and
always when I'm driving a car.

Q: How many radios do you have at home?

A: [...]Four.

Q: Isthereal...] do you have a room of your own?

A:  Yeah, yeah.

Q: Isthere a radio?

A: Yes.

In many interviews people at first said that they hardly ever listen to the
radio, but when the subject was discussed in more detail it turned out that
there are several daily occasions in their everyday life when the radio is to
be heard. To use Paul Willis’s (1978) term, it really seems that radio does
not belong to the ‘cultural field” of ordinary people; it is not one of the
objects or artefacts that have particular symbolic meaning and significance
for them. Listening to the radio mostly goes routinely unnoticed.

Why is that so? Why is it that especially radio has that invisible charac-
ter? Is it because it is perceived within the image of a link, a transparent
channel that simply transmits information to us about the world at large,
without in any way distorting the picture we get? The study results sug-
gest interesting features about the way radio is typically used as a medium,
and the underlying image of radio.

In the study, the particular role of radio was approached by answering
why those doing manual work listen to the radio more than others —a
finding that has been reported several times in Finnish radio listening sta-
tistics (Ruohomaa, 1991; Sarkkinen, 1992). The same finding could be
made from my ‘mini-sample’ of 48 interviewees. In my data, farmers and
factory workers held first places. Of the farmers, 85 per cent, and of fac-
tory workers, 64 per cent are ‘heavy’ or ‘fairly heavy’ radio listeners. As
to the proportions of heavy users, the factory workers were the leading
occupation.

This finding could be explained by the fact that among these ‘heavy
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radio user’ occupations, people typically had a lot of long uninterrupted
listening sessions. That, in turn, depends on the listening context. When
going to work by car, say, radio listening does not last very long. On the
other hand, at work and at home listening may last several hours. The indi-
viduals for whom it is possible and who are in the habit of listening to the
radio in the morning and at work are the ones whose total listening time
will be substantial, because those are often long listening occasions.

To be able to listen to the radio all the time at work requires a particular
kind of occupation. It can be said that mechanical tasks enable simultane-
ous radio listening, whereas tasks that require an individual’s full attention
prevent it. That is why individuals’ total amount of radio listening is cor-
related with their occupation and, more precisely, with the nature of their
work. Manual work is usually more suited to simultaneous radio listening
than mental work.

As a side activity we do not pay too much attention to the radio. In that
sense it is conceived as a transparent channel: we may pay attention to
what we hear on the radio (news), not to the medium itself.

But there are also other explanations as to why the radio is left unno-
ticed. One is that radio listening as a side activity is socially acceptable,
even desirable, because the time spent listening to the radio while doing
something else at the same time does not prevent oneself from being
active. On the contrary, we could say that it is used to compensate for
insufficient mental activity, to provide use for the mental capacities left
unemployed by the task at hand. It may support the self-image of an active
citizen who, even when being ‘held up’ by performing a routine task, is
also mentally active by keeping up with what is going on out there or by
simply listening to what kind of music ‘they’ are playing.

On amore general level it can be said that by the use of radio we manip-
ulate our mental activity, both the activity level and the content and
direction of our attention. We may ‘open up’ a channel for one of our
senses, hearing, in a situation where hearing is not needed to accomplish
the task we are engaged in. We may also ‘shut down’ voices we find unin-
teresting, disturbing or irritating. By choosing to concentrate on a
programme, we may be highly active, while at the same time performing
a dull task, such as washing the dishes. The channel and programme may
be selected very carefully to adjust one’s activity to the preferred level.
When performing a task that requires much concentration, we may choose
an easy-listening music channel or turn off the radio altogether. In the
interviews it turned out that the proportion of music listening is biggest
among the descriptions of car listening. On the other hand, less demanding
tasks or situations enable and favour speech programmes. At the other end
of the continuum we have programmes such as radio drama which require
full attention. In the interviews people typically report of listening to such
programmes during holidays or weekends.

Adjusting one’s activity to the preferred level may also mean thatradio is
a surrogate friend, a companion during one’s lonely moments. By selecting
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the right kind of channel or record we may also manipulate our emotions
(see also Tortzen, 1992a, 1992b). We may tune our radio set to a channel
that corresponds to our frame of mind, thus enforcing or stabilizing it, but
we may also get attuned to a different emotional state by selecting a suit-
able channel or record. A woman, age 24, working as an interviewer for a
market research company, put it this way:

Q: What are the situations in which you play a record instead of listening to
radio?

A:  Usually if I have guests or if I get a certain frame of mind — that is, if I'm sad
or very happy or something. Or you want to get the feeling more intense, so
you know what to do it with when you have records. On the radio you do not
necessarily get just what you want.

Another woman, a 28-year-old high school music teacher, uses radio in a
similar fashion:

Do you ever listen to the music during the weekends or more than on week-
days?

Yes, more actually. During Saturday evenings and if I'm going out to have fun
I may turn on the radio, you know! [laughter]

When was the last time you went and turned on the radio?

It must have been two months ago [laughter].

You said you didn’t have the channels in that [preset] [. . .]

Nol...]

How have you found them then?

Well I just search for a kind of groovy music that would tune me up to the beat
of the city already at home.

So you just keep searching for a suitable channel?

Yeah.

How long do you listen to it before going out?

Well, let’s say I might do my make up for an hour or so and have some white
wine [laughter).

2020 202020 2> O

Within this discourse of radio use, radio is seen as a sort of product or sub-
stance. It is used as a mind-altering device that could be compared to drugs
as mind-altering substances. However, the way it is spoken of as a device
does not suggest that the users would be concerned about becoming
addicted to it. It parallels drugs only in that people use it for particular pur-
poses; the fear of addiction, the image of the subject being carried away by
the drug, is missing. The subject is in full control of its use.

When radio is seen as a product in that way, it fits the image of a prod-
uct or products being selected by consumers. In that sense, radio is
invisible or unproblematic because radio channels are seen as the market
from which consumers may choose the kind of products that fit their
frame of mind at any particular time; or they may choose not to listen to
it at all.
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The morally loaded imagery of television

If we compare the cultural image of television to that of radio, the differ-
ence is striking in many respects. Certainly, television — as part of
contemporary ‘mediascape’ — may also be taken for granted in many
instances of everyday life, but it is much more of a topic. That is why TV is
researched so much more than radio or newspapers. TV can be and is
repeatedly articulated within many contradictions characterizing our
modern cultures, and in that sense the cultural image of TV is morally
loaded.

Let me take an example. When, some years ago, I conducted a study in
which people were asked about their TV viewing habits and programme
choices (Alasuutari, 1992), it immediately struck me how moral the topic
was. There were very few programmes that people freely and plainly said
they like to watch. With the exception of the evening news and other cur-
rent affairs programmes, people seemed to feel a compelling need to
explain, defend and justify their viewing habits. Ingunn Hagen (1992,
1994a, 1994b) came across the same phenomenon from the opposite direc-
tion. When she studied Dagsrevyen, the main TV news programme of the
Norwegian public broadcasting corporation, she found that people tended
to give an explanation if they for some reason hadn’t watched it.

Although the moral aspect of giving an account of one’s viewing habits
found in those two studies could be made less outstanding by noting that
justifications are a routine aspect of ordinary conversations (Heritage, 1984;
Nofsinger, 1991), it is still true that television has raised, and continues to
raise, strong emotions and heated disputes in many instances and several
cultures. For instance, when television came to Finland, the Laestadians,
one of the Finnish Protestant revivalist movements, banned it, and main-
tained the total ban until the 1980s (Melkas, 1985). Similarly, as mentioned
above, the American Amish, who are famous for their critical attitude
toward modernization, reject mass media, especially television (Kraybill
and Olshan, 1994).

Although the Laestadians and Amish are extreme examples, in certain
respects they reflect the attitudes of the general public, especially of the
upper middle class, who especially in previous decades were critical of
mass culture and generally scorned television series. In previous decades
critical discussion of television revolved around commercial television and
mass entertainment, but now also public television is under fire for its
elitist paternalism (Ang, 1991).

In these discussions, there are several images which frame television as
a problem. Interestingly, especially in the case of such religious groups as
the Laestadians and the Amish, even the ‘weak image’ of television as a
link or as an extra sense that connects us to the rest of the world may be
framed as a problem. These groups are not critical of television in the
name of truth, by arguing that it would somehow distort the picture we get
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of the world. They are simply critical of all these ‘worldly’ things that tele-
vision brings to our homes, and want to protect themselves from them. As
Kraybill (1994) puts it, the Amish community want to restrict their mem-
bers’, especially their children’s, consciousness, and the ban on television,
as well as on higher education, stems from that attempt.

Amish children do not study science or critical thinking, nor are they exposed to
the relativity and diversity so pervasive in higher education today. The Amish
rejection of mass media, especially television, severely limits their exposure to
the smorgasbord of modern values. The tight plausibility structure in the Amish
community thus helps to hold the forces of plurality at bay. (Kraybill, 1994: 27)

This may again appear as an exceptional case, but in fact a great deal of
discussion about television deals with the ways in which and the degrees
to which children or other audience groups should be protected from
seeing and hearing things that may harm or upset them. It is, for instance,
argued that in homes there should be some kind of ‘parental mediation” of
television viewing, and at the higher level there are laws that censor what
can be shown to the general public. The truthfulness of possibly improper
programme contents is not the point in this discourse; it is just the con-
tention that showing certain things on TV may shock, offend or harm
people.

On the other hand, a great deal of moral concern surrounding television
viewing is also articulated with the cultural image of TV as a distorting
representation, albeit the underlying image of the ‘true truth’ is a very
fussy one. Often, the (distorting) representation image is invoked when
people criticize or justify TV programmes for their (lack of) realism.

For instance, in a study I made (Alasuutari, 1992), when interviewees
gave accounts for their viewing habits they often referred to realism. Let
me take direct quotations as an example:

Q: Areany of these programmes that you no longer watch?

A:  There’s plenty, what were they called these [. . .] well, you know, Dallas and
Falcon Crest and what have you [. . .] that sort of thing I just can’t watch them
any more.

Q: What's wrong with them, why these?

A:  Well somehow they’re just, they're so far removed from the ordinary world
even more than these violence things, I mean really [laughter] [. . .] even the
wife no longer watches them.

Q: Erm, what would you say are the bad sides about the serial.

A: Er,it's [...] what would I say, well I mean it’s all so unbelievable everything,

isn't it? It can’t really be true, can it? I mean if you look out there in the real
world.

Analysis of realism was a central form in which especially watching ficti-
tious programmes was discussed, but people depicted realism in many
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ways. Ang (1985) proposes a distinction between two ways of understand-
ing the realism of the programme: an empiricist and an emotional concept
of realism. In the empiricist conception of realism the focus is on whether
the representation corresponds to external reality. In the emotional concep-
tion the fictional setting of the denotative level of the story is disregarded,
and the focus is on whether the characters, models of action, and conflict
situations appearing in the story are ‘identifiable’, that is, whether they are
believable within the context of one’s own life-experiences.

In my qualitative interview data there wereexamples of quotations that
could fit both of these types. For instance, some of the people who watched
action serials explained this by reference to their empirical realism. They
pointed out that in spite of all the violence the world that is depicted in
action serials or action films is rather realistic: the real world is violent.
There were also examples of justifying TV viewing on the basis of an emo-
tional conception of realism. In these cases it was pointed out that there is
a clear logic of action in TV serials and that the underlying motives of
actionare recognizable.

In addition to those two ways of talking about realism, there were cases
that should perhaps more appropriately be described as references to ‘tech-
nical realism’. While the content of a programme was not considered to
give a truthful representation of reality, the interviewees assessed whether
the stunts performed in it could be technically possible.

However, the main reason the interviewees in this study passed a neg-
ative judgement on especially soap operas stemmed from still another
notion of realism. Within this frame the criticism of ‘unrealistic’ pro-
grammes — and the respondents’ willingness to excuse themselves for
watching them - is due to their failure to give a true representation of
what life is really like for ordinary people. This involves a certain presup-
position of what is regarded as the chief function of fictional stories: they
should provide ethically sound models of life. This requirement of realism
could be described as ethical realism.

Well yes of course I think that very often the value system in these programmes
is not necessarily suitable for children, for a growing child, it’s not a model
you’d like them to follow. Nol. . .]  mean I've seen enough of Dallas, I've earlier
seen the odd episode and these other series, and I think the model they provide
is just not good enough.

Within this frame, a programme like Dallas is not criticized because the
critic would argue that the portrait it gives of the lives of rich people in
America is not truthful. From the critic’s viewpoint, that may or may not be
true, but he or she is concerned about the models of life that are conveyed
through TV programmes. By saying that a programme - or a movie or a
novel — is ‘realistic’ in this sense, the speaker in fact says that it portrays a
milieu that is familiar to ordinary people (a form of ‘everyday life realism’),
and tells a story which has an acceptable morale.
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On the basis of the Finnish interviewees’ attitudes, it seemed that, to be
‘ethically realistic’, programmes should not give an overly romantic picture
of life. Second, fictional stories should not lead us into believing that life is
too easy. In real life we must be prepared for unhappy endings. Fictional
programmes that are considered realistic are such that describe modest,
simple life. In this emphasis on the hardness and harshness of everyday life
there are certain traces of Protestant religion and its puritanism. The world
that provides an acceptable model for life is often found in films that por-
tray old country life. It is also an ethical principle of the Finnish mode of
life to stress that life is hard, because that is the best way to avoid disap-
pointments. Life is hard, and if it’s not, it’s not good for your character
seems to be the guiding line.

In its details my study, of course, reflects Finnish sensibilities and struc-
tures of feeling, but I suggest that the various ways in which peopleinvoke
the image of television as a channel — a link or representation — are not
peculiar only to the Finnish case. When talking about ‘realistic’ or “‘unreal-
istic’ programmes, people imply a ‘reality’ somewhere else, but often that
implied reality is infused with ideals: how reality should be or how people
should lead their lives rather than how things are.?

In that sense it could be argued that the channel image is mixed with the
image of the media as a forum. Fictitious programmes, in particular, are
assessed from the viewpoint of their ‘message’: what opinions the directors
or producers express or what lessons they give to the public. Because the
‘air time’ is limited and because TV is thought to be a politically influential
medium and a powerful forum of public education, governments and
pressure groups often attempt to influence programme contents. For
instance, in American television there are many regulations about the rep-
resentation of minorities as characters in television serials.

It might even be argued that to refer to realism as a criterion of assess-
ment in fiction is a way of legitimating a moral judgement about a
programme. In our contemporary ‘emotivist culture’ (MacIntyre, 1985;
Wilson, 1993) it is commonly agreed that moral arguments are rationally
interminable. However, since modern people want to build their views on
solid facts, or at least present them in that way, they ‘borrow’ the distorting
channel frame to argue that a programme they dislike is not ‘realistic’.

The time people spend (or waste) by watching television is another
ground for deeming it problematic and thus treating TV viewing as a topic.
This is again intertwined with programme contents and thus with other
cultural images of the media, but in this case the main image is TV as a
device or substance. When reflecting on TV viewing from this viewpoint,
people parallel television to other domestic appliances or utensils.
Watching television is simply something that can be done instead of or
simultaneously with other activities or chores.

For instance, in my qualitative interview study on TV viewing discussed
above, several interviewees accounted for watching ‘lowbrow’ pro-
grammes, in particular, by explaining or self-diagnosing the reason why
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they watch something they themselves deem silly or a waste of time.
Modern culture and cultural citizenship of modern nation states values
individuals being active and spending their time usefully, such as doing
household chores, keeping up with the news or educating themselves.
However, relaxation as a counterbalance to work stress as a way to take
care of oneself is a ‘respectable’ justification for doing something that does
not seem to be functional at the outset, and that is how many people
explained watching ‘silly’ series. After a hard week’s work, a Friday series,
perhaps enjoyed with some wine, is perfect because when watching it “you
don’t have to think about anything’.

In these instances, the act of watching television is paralleled with alter-
native or complementary substances such as alcohol. In that sense, it
differs from the way in which radio is paralleled with stimulants. People
often talk about radio listening as a way to stay awake and active, or to
raise their activity level, but television watching is, at least in these
instances, talked about as a relaxant. Of course watching television may be
and is used to stay awake, but television is more effective as a relaxant
because it prevents oneself from doing much else. Indeed, it is often used
to sit back and relax, to cool off and to get one’s thoughts away from some-
thing they were working on. In that sense, radio could be compared to
coffee and television to an alcoholic drink. Modern culture approves of
coffee and prizes action, but we have an uneasy relation to alcoholic drinks
and idleness or laziness. The discussion and fears of television addiction
also stem from using the metaphor of psychoactive drugs to conceive of
the media.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed the way in which key cultural images of
the media organize and guide public discussions and personal concep-
tions of the role of electronically mediated communication in
contemporary society and the global system. The notion of ‘media’ itself
can be seen as a construction ‘put together’ from those metaphoric images
and the discourses around them.

One of the problems with these cultural images is that the sheer appar-
ent concreteness of the metaphors employed guides reflective
consciousness and leads public discussion easily back to old positions. For
instance, in the Diana car crash discussion, the guilt hanging on the pho-
tographers and partly on the general public was soon levelled at the driver,
who turned out to have been drunk. Already by the following week the
British yellow press was able to launch a moral crusade against the Queen
and the Royal Family for not mourning enough — or in fact not showing
their grief publicly in media appearances. Once again, mediated commu-
nication was conceived as an object paralleled to objects in the physical
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world. That is typical of what Pollner (1987) calls ‘mundane reason’: we
always conceive of a world as a ‘thing’” which is independent of the mode
and manner in which it is explicated. For that reason alone the idea of us all
being involved in, say, what happens to public figures, and even in the
whole construction of them as public figures, does not so easily become
part of public discourse.

Yet, cultural images are not eternal. Along with social changes, we come
up with new metaphors and images by which to conceive of social reality.
In fact social changes are always also, and can be triggered by, changes in
key cultural images and discourses. I suggest that the comparison between
the cultural images of radio and television illuminates that point.

One of the problems with those who would have been interested in
radio research during recent decades has been that — although radio has
preserved a role as one of the media in people’s lives — academic media
research has mainly been interested in television. The reasons for that tell
us a lot about mass communication and media research in recent decades,
and may give us some hints about future changes.

As in recent years several communication studies journals have pub-
lished special issues on radio research, the editors have tried to address
their public and the main concerns of media research by assuring their
readers that — contrary to the common conception about radio as the ‘for-
gotten medium’ — radio is important. As the preface to the special
‘forgotten medium’ issue of Media Studies Journal (Summer 1993) putsit, ‘a
close look at radio demonstrates its vitality, its economic, political and
social importance, as well as its staying power in the communication field’
(Anonymous, 1993: xi).

As sympathetic and justified as such assurances are, by justifying radio
research within the standard media studies political reality, they poorly
capture the cultural place of radio in individuals’ everyday life Radio is
commonly perceived — or rather taken for granted — within the image of
the media as a link to the world. That is why it has rarely been seen as a
problem, and worthy of social research that has circled around the images
of the forum or marketplace or a potentially distorting representation.

However, I argue that radio shows the future of television, and that all
media are becoming radio-like. Just consider breakfast television, MTV or
CNN. An ever-greater share of television viewing has become radio-like, a
side activity amidst other activities going on in the household, at work or
other places. A growing number of television or multimedia sets per
household also means that watching television is less often a joint family
activity. As a consequence, individual family members less often need to
justify their programme choices to others. Using — or rather being linked
to — the media will become less often a topic.

Moreover, the future mediascape will be so full of potential channels
through which people can find news, information and entertainment
that nation states can ever less plan and control programme output.
Thus public discourse will be less centred on the discourse of distorting
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representation or that of audience-as-citizens, and that will also dampen
the use of its counterpart configuration of audience-as-market as a cri-
tique against commercial broadcasting. More often, as media users, people
will be seen simply as consumers, choosing from products and services
often also sponsored by advertisers.

The present developments of our mediascape also are reflected in media
studies. A turn is evident from media politics to identity politics and to
more psychological problem-settings. No matter what the form in which
fiction — serials, films or theatre — is consumed or how the programme
output is decided, narratives always address morals and personhood
(Maclntyre, 1985), and that is one of the reasons why qualitative media
studies has turned largely away from fact to fiction. Besides, fiction
requires more attention from the audience, and that is why it may be
addressed as a time-using problem, for instance, within the addiction
framework. Using computers, especially playing computer games, also
may be approached from this viewpoint. And who knows, maybe a turn
away from ‘the media’ to ‘the audiences’ (whose nature as a construction
has already been problematized, e.g. Allor, 1988; Ang, 1989; Bird, 1992;
Radway, 1988) may lead to new images of mediated communication.

Notes

1. It was based on 48 qualitative interviews, which were then transcribed. The
main idea was to ‘collect’ detailed descriptions of individuals’ radio listening situ-
ations. The interviewees were asked to describe what time it was; where it was;
what else were they doing; whether there were others present; whether anyone
commented on anything on the radio; whether their other activities disturbed their
concentration on what was on; whether they remembered what the programme
was and what was said or what records they were playing; what channel it was,
and so on.

2. This infusion of realism with morality has a long history. Aristotle and the
Greeks were already concerned with the ‘double difficulty’ of drama and poetry.
On the one hand, it was emphasized that the poet is a moral teacher whose work
must fulfil a moral purpose. Others, on the other hand, took the position that art’s
function is the revelation of reality (Carlson, 1986: 15-16).

3. Scannell puts it this way:

The only reality that media studies knows is a political reality, set in a field of
discourse that - as it would say — mobilizes concepts of power, struggle, conflict,
ideology. It has great difficulty with any idea of ordinary unpolitical daily life,
and its everyday concerns and enjoyments. Since for the politically minded all
things are political — and what is not is either marginal or incorrectly under-
stood — it follows that the only interesting questions about the media are political.
(1996: 4)
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LEGITIMATIONS OF TELEVISION
PROGRAMME POLICIES
Patterns of Argumentation and Discursive
Convergencies in a Multichannel Age

Heikki Hellman

There exists an established distinction between two paradigms of televi-
sion audience. The first approaches viewers as a public, or a group of
citizens, while the other is a view of the audience as a market, or a group
of consumers.! According to Ien Ang, these two alternative configurations
are ‘each connected with one of the two major institutional arrangements —
commercial and public service — of broadcast television’ (1991: 29). In this
chapter I suggest that these two conceptions of the audience also provide
the founding paradigms of programming policy and, logically, of the legit-
imating discourse on programme policy.

The chapter deals with how programme policy discourse has changed
along with the recent development of the multichannel television uni-
verse. In Western Europe, broadcasting regulations have traditionally
emphasized general values like universality, diversity of opinion and a
wide range of offerings. These were the core values that were employed to
legitimize the privileged status of national public service broadcasting
institutions. Commercial television was based on different values, those of
popularity, choice and economic calculation. However, the recent liberal-
ization of the airwaves appears to have contributed to a convergence of
programme policy discourses.

With the two discursive ways of understanding the audience as my
starting point, I will try, first, to sketch how the recent technological
changes in the television landscape have resulted in an ‘audience-oriented’
turn in broadcasting which highlights the role of programming as the main
instrument in broadcasters’ constant struggle for an audience. Second,
within these two basic approaches I will point to several patterns of
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argumentation, or subdiscourses, and provide examples of how they are
reflected in public debates on programme policy, particularly in the Nordic
countries and Britain. Finally, I also wish to discuss a ‘discursive conver-
gence’ between the two major philosophies of programming: public
service and commercial television.

Two paradigms of the audience

According to Ang (1991: 26-32), the two paradigms of the audience stem
from two diverse theoretical models of mass communication. The first,
the idea of the audience as a public, fits the so-called ‘transmission” model of
communication. Implied in this model is the conception of audiences as
‘receivers’ of messages sent and meanings transferred. The other, the audi-
ence as a market, is related to an attention model of communication. Here
transfer of meaning is of secondary importance, while communication is
considered effective as soon as attention is given to it by audiences (see also
McQuail, 1987).

It was the public broadcasters who traditionally approached their audi-
ence as a public to be served with social responsibility. National
broadcasting institutions constituted a ‘paternal system’, as it was once
called by Williams (1968: 117-18), which aimed at protecting and guiding
the majority by transmitting values, habits and tastes deemed desirable by
the enlightened minority. The audience of public broadcasters consisted of
citizens who were to be informed, uplifted and educated. The purpose was
to transmit the message to the entire nation — hence the principle of uni-
versal service.

In contrast, commercial broadcasters’ purpose was primarily to gain
the attention of the audience, and here it was the quantity of attentive
audience and the duration of its attention that were important. The audi-
ence consisted of consumers of the messages. The viewers constituted ‘a
market to be won’, as Ang (1991: 29) puts it, which also explains the impor-
tance of audience ratings in commercial television. In this view, the link
between the TV station and the viewer is a consumer—product relationship,
and ‘not a moral or social relationship, as in the case of the audience as
public’ (McQuail, 1987: 221).

These two conceptions of the audience fit also with two distinctly dif-
ferent ways of legitimating programme policies. If the audience is regarded
as citizens (audience-as-public), programming tends to be justified within
a discourse of ‘what the audience needs’. When translating the abstract
principles of public service philosophy into concrete guidelines, this dis-
course ‘puts a distinctive emphasis on programmatic comprehensiveness
(i.e. varied range of informative, educational, high cultural and entertain-
ment programmes) so as to offer the [. . .] citizen a responsible, meaningful
TV diet’ (Ang, 1991: 38).
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If, then, the audience is considered as consumers (audience-as-market),
programme policies are justified within a discourse of ‘what the audience
wants’. Here programming is characterized by ‘a regular and predictable
flow of entertainment programmes, so as to secure the prolonged attention
of the [. . .] consumer’ (Ang, 1991: 38).

I will later discuss selected patterns of argumentation, or subdis-
courses, within these two alternative philosophies, but first a question
must be raised whether and how these different lines of discourse are
applied in public debates on programme policy. Therefore I will start by
referring to a recent case which illustrates the present conflict and confu-
sion between market-oriented arguments of ‘giving the audience what it
wants’ and the public service-oriented rationale of ‘giving the audience
what it needs’.

Conflicting values: a Finnish case study

Finland launched its fourth national television network — the second com-
mercial one — in June 1997. The Government’s decision to liberate the
broadcasting sector stemmed not from the needs of cultural policy to
widen programme supply but, rather, from the interests of technology
policy (to pave way for digitalization), competition policy (to stimulate
competition) and industrial policy (to promote independent programme
production). Nevertheless, in the public debate around the issue, argu-
ments justifying — or judging — the new channel referred constantly to its
programme policy.

A preceding strategy report, assigned by the Ministry of Transport and
Communication (see Mykkanen, 1995), explicitly advised policy makers
not to stipulate any strict obligations for commercial broadcasters. Quite
the opposite, it suggested that

detailed standards concerning programming should not be applied in granting
the licences. Instead, attention should be paid to the assessment of candidates.
Too detailed definitions included in the licences easily become a dead letter
impossible to obey for several reasons, the central explanation often being an
economic one. (Mykkénen, 1995: 35)

However, the report set forth that in granting new licences candidates
offering ‘new alternatives’ should be favoured, and held that YLE,
Finland’s public service broadcaster, and commercial stations should oper-
ate ‘complementarily’ (Mykkénen, 1995: 16). Still another central criterion
for the assessment of the applicants was the amount of domestic content
offered.

When applications for the licence were invited in June 1996, it was
required of the candidates that 50 per cent of the European content, as
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defined by the EU Television Directive, should be in domestic languages
(Finnish or Swedish), and that half of the domestic programmes
should be made by independent producers. The Minister of Traffic and
Communications, Tuula Linnainmaa, also announced that the candidates
were expected to give an account of their programming plans.

Implied in this strategy of providing alternatives was an idea of increas-
ing ‘consumer choice’ by liberalizing the radio spectrum. At the same time,
a pragmatist tradition typical of Finnish media policy (see Hellman, 1996;
Silvo, 1988) was continued, as only scant attention was paid to programme
policy while safeguarding that a sound structure of the media industry and
the viability of the business dominated. Instead of strict regulation of pro-
gramming, the licensee would be obliged to pay an annual ‘public service
fee’ to YLE and to make considerable investments in the build-up of the
digital network.

What did the applicants promise to supply in order to complement
YLE, on the one hand, and to propose an alternative to the existing com-
mercial broadcaster, MTV3, on the other? How did the applicants argue for
their programme offerings and how did the public debate react to them?

One of the two major candidates, A4 Media Oy, which was founded by
distinguished ex-YLE journalists but financially backed by the
Luxembourg-based media giant CLT, offered a ‘quality channel” option
targeted to selective viewers. A4 Media explicitly wanted to avoid the
‘populism’ of MTV3 by investing in news and current affairs, quality
drama and arts programmes. Although resembling the public service
YLE's fare, particularly that of YLEI, the candidate’s justification for its
programming profile was that it wished to serve viewers who were other-
wise poorly catered for. Hence, A4 Media wanted to provide a genuine
alternative that, as it argued, would contribute to the quality of television
and was aimed at new audiences. Nevertheless, the company also put for-
ward an economic argument. With the general-audience-oriented MTV3
already being the most popular TV channel in Finland, A4 Media believed
that a carefully targeted commercial service would appeal better to adver-
tisers, thus making it worthwhile in business terms too.

The other major candidate, Ruutunelonen Oy, an affiliate of the nation-
ally powerful Helsinki Media Company? with the Danish media
conglomerate Egmont participating as one of the minor owners, offered a
diet typical of a commercial station. A clear majority of its offerings con-
sisted of theatrical films, series and serials, sports, talk shows, and so on. In
its application Ruutunelonen also emphasized domestic popular pro-
grammes. In line with its rival candidate, Ruutunelonen underlined the
need to increase ‘programme quality’ and to serve small target audiences.
This was considered feasible, because ‘the audience distribution between
a greater number of channels has a decreasing effect on average ratings’
anyway.

In the public debate, intellectuals strongly favoured A4 Media due to its
quality profile, recognized professionalism and independence - in spite of
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the CLT connection. A central argument in support for this candidate was
that ‘we Finns don’t need any more of the MTV3 type of nonsense’, as a
leading TV critic wrote.3 Also the Minister of Culture, Claes Andersson, a
noted poet, referred to the ‘needs’ of the audience: ‘We do not need a
“poor man’s” commercial television with a flimsy programme policy,
interested only in hoovering the advertising money in the market. What
we need are quality productions that pay attention to the needs of domes-
tic production, minorities and cultural fare.* In other words,
Ruutunelonen was considered to provide a diet very similar to that of
MTV3 and not as good quality as A4 Media. Another negative argument
for Ruutunelonen was that independent producers who had allied with it
were known not for quality programmes but, on the contrary, for their
format-based quiz and talk shows. Here, a discourse of ‘what-the-audi-
ence-needs’ was applied by culturally committed actors who insisted that
quality principles should have a decisive role in the competition for the
new licence.

However, it was Ruutunelonen that was more successful in lobbying the
support of the pragmatist policy makers. Also YLE, with its authority,
backed Ruutunelonen’s plans. This was perhaps because of respect for its
major owner, the Erkko family - a superior player in Finland’s media
industry — and because the consortium was believed to provide a strong
institutional structure not in danger of slipping into foreign control. Unlike
CLT, the Helsinki Media Company was considered a trustworthy and
interested partner in accomplishing the digitalization of the terrestrial net-
work as a ‘national project’ in cooperation with the state, YLE and MTV.
Indeed, the Government'’s decision explicitly referred to the ‘national inter-
ests’ that tilted the balance in Ruutunelonen’s favour.

Thus, while finally granting the licence to Ruutunelonen, the
Government only appeared to apply the policy lines agreed upon: the
choice was based on the assessment of the candidates, not their program-
ming policy. However, this is not the whole truth. The candidates’
programme offerings, too, were considered, and with due economic prag-
matism. The policy makers reasoned that if the schedules did not appeal to
advertisers, they would be subject to major changes anyway. Although
the diet suggested by A4 Media was ambitious and justifiable in cultural
terms, the economic viability of its plans aroused scepticism. If the pro-
gramming was too exclusive, it would not yield sufficient profit to allow
investments in digitalization.

Ironically, the first comments after the launch of the channel expressed
disappointment. It was not only the critical intellectuals who vented their
frustration, but also the very same key politicians who had supported
Ruutunelonen’s application. One of them was Finland’s Prime Minister,
Paavo Lipponen, who remarked that the new channel appears to have
‘passed under the bar rather than cleared it’.5
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Ambivalence of legitimation discourse

The Finnish broadcasting licence debate suggests that argumentation still
follows the ‘paradigmatic” lines of broadcasting organization. On the one
hand, there are public service institutions that have particular, commonly
agreed obligations in their programme policy. On the other hand, com-
mercial stations are more or less free to apply another rationale, that of
audience demand and economic viability.

At the same time, the debate points to an ambivalence of legitimation
discourse. In principle, the new entrant was not obliged to supply public
service fare. In spite of this, the public debate tended to use public service
as a standard against which the candidates’ offerings were weighed. On
the other hand, the entertainment-centric fare of Ruutunelonen, providing
a broader appeal and demonstrating better economic calculation than its
rival candidate’s offerings, won the support of the policy makers due to
pragmatic reasons of economic viability and popular appeal. Indeed, a
programme policy legitimized by economic reasoning of ‘what the audi-
ence wants’ outdid a policy seeking cultural justification from ‘what the
audience needs’.

However, in another sense it was the cultural, or ideological, rationale
that was in the winning team. The launch of the new channel was justified
by a version of ‘cultural nationalism’ (cf. Lowe and Alm, 1997) which,
instead of having illusions about programme quality, aimed simply at
combining the goals of competition, industrial and technology policies
with a national interest to promote ‘Finnishness’ in general. It was the fear
of international satellite channels and ‘imported digitalization’ that moti-
vated policy makers and domestic industry. Whoever the licensee and
whatever its production ambitions, according to this logic, domestic pro-
gramming would be supported simply by ensuring that the main winners
from commercialization were domestic forces.

In fact, this cultural nationalism combines discursively ‘what the audience
needs’ with ‘what the audience wants’ by an intervention of institutional
structure. Domestic programmes, it suggests, are best promoted and their
popularity is best protected within a media structure which is firmly in
domestic hands. Or as an experienced independent producer, an initiator of
the Ruutunelonen consortium, said, ‘Wefeel it is vital that we can providea
channel that supplies domestic programmes to the Finns, particularly now
when broadcasting is rapidly expanding via satellite dishes and cables.”®
The same strategy of cultural nationalism, a reconciliation of programme
policy and industry structure interests, was applied earlier when Finland, in
1986, launched a semi-commercial Channel Three in order to fight back
against the international satellite channels (Hellman, 1996). It can also be
claimed that a similar rationale guided Sweden, Norway and Denmark
when they liberalized their television sector in the late 1980s or early 1990s
(Hellman and Sauri, 1997; Hultén, 1996; Humphreys, 1996).
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For example, Meier and Trappel have remarked that it is in small states
that ‘the contradiction between economic competition and cultural oblig-
ations is particularly obvious. Whilst larger states can fulfil both
requirements to a certain extent, small states reach their limits considerably
earlier for structural reasons’ (1992: 141). Indeed, the fact that economic
necessities constrain culturally justifiable programme policy explains the
ambivalence of the Finnish broadcasting debate. However, this contradic-
tion is not necessarily restricted to small states, such as Finland. Rather, it
characterizes broadcasting industry in general.

From a single market to a multiple market

The Finnish case indicates that the legitimating discourse on programme
policy offers several arguments that conflict but also merge with each
other. Several actors also participate in the debate, and it is as if different
justifications were used in different arenas of discussion. Here these arenas
are referred to as markets (see Lowe and Alm, 1997), by which I mean that
they are instances where programme schedules are exchanged for rev-
enue, political support and popular acceptance. Decisions on programme
policy are made with reference to and in order to satisfy these markets.

For decades Western European television enjoyed a privileged status
with almost no competition within the industry, thus operating in a ‘single
market’ of national economies. National broadcasting institutions were
state-owned, public service enterprises, financed by a flat-rate tax, a licence
fee, paid by all television set owners. As they were ‘creatures ultimately of
the state’, as Blumler (1992a: 12) puts it, it was the political market, consist-
ing of appointed and elected national political elites competing over
broadcasting policies, that gave a legitimation to broadcasters and their
programme policies. Of course, the popular market, that is, viewers with
their wishes and interests, was important, too, but as audience attention
was taken for granted, the question of legitimation based on popular sup-
port never really arose.

Since the early 1980s, European broadcasting has experienced a termi-
nation of national public broadcasters’ hegemony (de- or re-regulation),
unleashing of competition for revenue and viewers (liberalization), intro-
duction of private commercial channels (commercialization), and an
invasion of transnational players (internationalization). Spectrum scarcity,
which justified monopolistic, or duopolistic, institutional frameworks, was
relieved by compressing bandwidth, opening up new frequencies as well
as substituting over-the-air distribution by cable, thus providing the public
with an unprecedented channel abundance.

This ‘paradigmatic change’ (Humphreys, 1996) in broadcasting has
decreased the importance of the political market in the public legitimation
of television services. Instead, broadcasters, public and private stations
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alike, are thrown into a multiplicity of markets, as has been suggested by
Lowe and Alm (1997). It is the interdependent but distinctive interests of
technological development and substitute technologies (or the ‘technolog-
ical market’), policy makers (the “political market’), rival broadcasters (the
‘business market’), broadcasting professionals (the ‘professional market’)
and the audience (the ‘popular market’) that the broadcasters are forced to
negotiate with. The multiple marketplace creates the battleground where
socio-political legitimation and economic viability are sought and gained —
and sometimes lost.

Due to this paradigmatic change, programme policies in general are
increasingly justified on economic grounds and, in particular, with refer-
ence to the audience. It appears that actors within the multiple markets are
joined, or separated, by their very conception of the audience, that is, the
way they understand the status, needs and demands of the viewers. In
other words, even the political and business market, both influential them-
selves, tend increasingly to justify their interests with respect to the
popular market.

The audience is the new king

The changing television landscape has resulted in a growing audience ori-
entation of broadcasters’ strategies. This is due to at least two reasons. First,
it stems from the change in the financial basis of television services. As
advertising and subscription are increasingly replacing public measures of
funding, such as the licence fee, it is natural that justification for program-
ming is sought directly from audience ratings. No wonder the popular
market has outplaced the decisive role of the political market.

Second, as a logical outcome of channel multiplication, audiences tend
to fragment. Viewers are no longer stuck with the fixed schedules of estab-
lished stations as videocassette recorders and specialized cable and satellite
channels enable them to multiply the range of their viewing activities.
What this means for the television industry is a growing uncertainty about
audience preferences and the unpredictability of its choices.

The multiplication of channels and variety of programme offerings is
gradually leading to a saturation of the television market. Although further
technological leaps towards an interactive ‘entertainment/information
superhighway’ are imminent, already today a ‘policy of supply’ has given
way to a ‘policy of demand’ (Wolton, 1992). An increase in programme
supply has emphasized the strategic role of ‘consumer choice’, which
explains why individual programmes and even channels are carefully
focused to reach the desired target group. Audiences ‘must be continu-
ously “targeted” and fought for, grabbed, seduced’, as Ang (1996: 10) has
putit. Yet broadcasters have no ultimate means to ensure that the audience
will make the ‘right” choice, because ratings figures acquired through
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people-metering systems only provide indirect evidence of the demand,
favour majority tastes and do not measure the intensity of preferences
(e.g. Ang, 1991).

These factors of uncertainty, together with the new financial basis of the
industry, contribute to the increasing audience orientation of programme
output. Each programme, not to mention each programming schedule, is
expected to produce its public. The range and choice of its offerings are
now of strategic importance for the station’s survival in competition. The
programming schedule is broadcaster’s best attraction for the audience. At
the same time, expectations concerning the economic efficiency and via-
bility of programming are pronounced.

While I in the following analyse the various patterns of argumentation
used in the programme policy discourse, I will concentrate on the political
market, business market and popular market, as it is within these three
core arenas that most battles over programme policy are waged. I try to
demonstrate the core arguments of the two paradigms of broadcasting, but
I will also point to shifts and erosion within these discourses.

Legitimation by the audience-as-citizens

If the ideal-typical audience of public service broadcasting does not con-
stitute a market but a public, consisting of citizens, how do public
broadcasters, or those in favour of public service-type television, articulate
in order to justify their programme policies? Thematically, at least four
patterns of argumentation can be detected.

1. The audience needs diversity

Diversity, pluralism and range have been an established part of the public
service legacy from the very beginning. It was already John Reith, the first
Director-General of the BBC, who, according to Scannell (1990), decided
that a wide range of mixed programming — a triad of information, educa-
tion and entertainment — would best serve the promotion of national and
social unity. Yet his understanding of diversity was biased by educational
purposes and an elitist definition of enlightenment. As Curran and Seaton
(1991: 178-9) have pointed out, the service was not planned to serve differ-
ent interests; rather, Reith was determined that the audience should
encounter the whole range of the company’s offerings. Thus, the BBC'’s
programme policy, and, it is suggested here, programming principles of
most European public broadcasters, were originally based on an assump-
tion of cultural homogeneity, according to which ‘culture was single and
undifferentiated’ (Curran and Seaton, 1991: 178), and not on a more recent
concept of cultural pluralism. This hierarchical juxtaposition of ‘what the
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peopleneed” and ‘what they want’, as already Reith had expressed the con-
frontation, resulted in a paternalistic ‘better knowledge’ of what is good or
what people should watch or hear, not necessarily in a genuine multiplic-
ity of programmes and ideas.

Although the public broadcasters had already gone a long way towards
popularizing their programme outputs, the fundamental turn towards
pluralism did not occur until much later. In Britain the differing broad-
casting interests of an increasingly diverse society were recognized by the
Annan Report (1977) and materialized, for example, in Channel Four’s
minority approach, whereas in the Nordic countries paternalist statements
based on a homogeneous concept of culture predominated until the mid-
1980s, when they were gradually replaced with a commitment towards
cultural diversity (e.g. Silvo, 1988; Sendergaard, 1994; Syvertsen, 1992).

Indeed, this new definition of a balanced diet of programming is multi-
faceted, referring to diverse programming at several levels: in the
multiplicity of audience types served; in terms of programme types sup-
plied; and in respect of responsiveness to society (e.g. Blumler, 1992a,
1992b). The new orthodoxy of audience-oriented pluralism is well mani-
fested by explicit statements of media laws, operating licences, and so on,
as well as other principled definitions.

For example, the resolution by the Council of Europe, which in 1994
provided the first officially established mandate at the European level for
public service broadcasters, states that these institutions have an obligation
to develop ‘pluralistic, innovatory and varied programming’ and ‘services
of interest to a wide public while being attentive to the needs of minority
groups’ (CE, 1994: 9). Similarly, in Britain the Broadcasting Research Unit
(BRU), which submitted its exposition of public service principles to the
Peacock Committee in 1985, named the goal that ‘broadcast programmes
should cater for all interests and tastes’ as the second of eight central prin-
ciples, and supplemented it with another principle, claiming that
‘disadvantaged minorities should receive particular provision’ (BRU, 1985:
3-7).

These examples suggest that the principle of multiplicity of audience is
aimed to cover both the general audience and special interest segments, or
minorities. Perhaps the most detailed explication of this thinking is
included in the BBC’s ‘statement of promises’ (BBC, 1996), which, in addi-
tion to supplying ‘the widest range” of programmes that ‘inform, educate
and entertain’, also promises to ‘work harder to reflect the wide interests
and varied cultures of the whole of the United Kingdom’ and to ‘provide
programmes of particular interest to ethnic minority audiences’, too (BBC,
1996: 3).

Interestingly, the BBC argues for a division of labour between its two
channels, with BBC1 offering ‘a wide range of programmes that we hope
will have a broad appeal for all ages and lifestyles, reflecting national issues
and interests. BBCl1 is the channel for a big event [. . .]. “ (1996: 4.) In contrast,
BBC2 is presented as ‘a clear alternative to BBC1. It is at the heart of the
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BBC’s reputation as a broadcaster which takes creative risks by trying out
new programme ideas and performers. It serves a wide variety of tastes
and explores a range of ideas. BBC2 aims to cater for special interests [. . .]. /
(1996: 5.) In this way, by programming two channels so as to complement
each other, a publicbroadcaster can use a ‘dual strategy’ (Sendergaard, 1994:
217) that balances between the general audience and minority interests.

However, today this programme policy is not applied because of the
virtues of diversity in itself. This approach is not merely an effort to reflect
better the various needs of information for and education and entertain-
ment of the public, but is justified also on grounds of maintaining channel
reach and popularity. Because it is no longer possible to capture all view-
ers all the time, it has become vital to provide at least something for
everyone every once in a while. For example, in the late 1980s Denmark’s
DR already gave preference to reaching every Dane at least once a week
(Sendergaard, 1994: 222). Diversity of programming is the principal
method of attaining this goal and, as an evidence of their good perfor-
mance, public broadcasters have willingly referred to the vast body of
research results revealing that they, indeed, provide a broader diversity of
offerings than their commercial rivals (see, e.g., De Bens et al., 1992;
Ishikawa et al., 1996).

On the other hand, diversity is no longer monopolized by public broad-
casters only. Commercial channels can also claim to provide a wide variety
of programmes, not lagging far behind public broadcasters. This holds
true particularly for stations that apply a generalist strategy and represent
a hybrid organization, constrained by certain public service obligations,
such as Britain’s ITV, Finland’'s MTV3, Norway’s TV2 or Sweden’s TV4.
Here, diversity can easily be turned into an argument for ‘what-the-audi-
ence-wants’, thus being conflated with the expansion of consumer choice
(cf. Ang, 1991: 168). In other words, broadening of programme options
can be justified on the basis of the positive utility it produces for those who
consume television (see, e.g., Litman, 1992).

In the new competitive environment, diversity, ‘the most prominent
substantive principle in programming policy’, as Ang (1991: 116) charac-
terizes it, has an ambivalent purpose. While, on the one hand, it fits
perfectly with the performance goal of public broadcasters to balance
between the various aspects of needs the public is considered to have, on
the other hand, it also serves as a strategy to meet audience demand. Thus,
diversity can be used as an argument in the political and popular market
alike, while in the business market it provides a feasible differentiation
strategy.

2. The audience needs quality

This pattern of argumentation was clearly present in the Finnish example.
Instead of low-budget entertainment and televisual nonsense, as it argues,
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the public should be supplied with quality programmes with high pro-
duction values. In informative programmes this suggests an analytical
procedure, impartiality and responsibility of reporting, and so on. In
drama, ‘quality’ refers to an innovative and artistic approach, and in enter-
tainment, for instance, to portraying the best of popular performances.

Apart from technical standards, the principle of quality can be divided
into two elements: first, it refers to ‘good programming’ in general and,
second, to an ‘innovative’ approach. This was clearly expressed, for exam-
ple, in Britain by the BRU’s requirement that ‘[b]roadcasting should be
structured so as to encourage competition in good programming rather
than competition for numbers” and that ‘[t]he public guidelines for broad-
casting should be designated to liberate rather than restrict the programme
makers’ (BRU, 1985: 15, 19). The Council of Europe also refers to quality,
while it expects public service broadcasting institutions to develop ‘inno-
vatory’ programming which ‘meets high ethical and quality standards’
and ‘not to sacrifice the pursuit of quality to market forces’ (CE, 1994: 9).
Similar to the BRU guidelines, quality is here presented as an opposite to
the quantity-based philosophy of commercial services.

As a guiding principle, quality is not necessarily included in the official
mandates of European public service broadcasting institutions. For exam-
ple, the recent agreement which defines the duties and responsibilities of
the BBC does name ‘high general standards in all respects” as one of the
two governing principles of the company (‘a wide range of subject matter’
being the other; Department of National Heritage, 1996: 4), whereas
Finland’s Act on YLE (1993) makes no reference to this argument in its def-
inition of public service. Although absent in the explicit stipulation, today
YLE strongly promotes its quality profile as a distinctive feature of its
operations. Similarly, in the 1990s Denmark’s DR and Norway’s NRK have
also applied a similar differentiation strategy (see, e.g., Sondergaard, 1994;
Syvertsen, 1997), encouraging ‘programmes of the highest possible quality’
(NRK, 1987: 2).

Indeed, the importance of quality appears to have increased along with
the intensification of competition. It has become, as Ang puts it, ‘one of the
spearheads of modern-day public service institutions’ (1991: 167). In the
arguments of broadcasters themselves, quality has become a discursive dif-
ferentiation strategy that serves to distinguish public service institutions
from their commercial rivals. For example, the BBC argues for its unique-
ness in the following way: ‘The more broadcasters you have to choose
from, the more you might expect the BBC — the broadcaster you pay for
through the licence fee — to provide something different. We should also
have high standards, and a dedication to integrity in all we do’ (BBC, 1996:
2). Accordingly, the company promises to ‘provide a service which is
acknowledged as a world leader’ and ‘to experiment and take creative
risks’ (BBC, 1996: 3).

On the other hand, one must remember two things. First, commercial
broadcasters also provide quality programmes with high production



LEGITIMATIONS OF TELEVISION PROGRAMME POLICIES 117

values. Second, it is the quality as defined by programme makers and
broadcasters that has dominated the discourse (Mulgan, 1990). Quality
may also be approached from other perspectives, such as individual view-
ers’ personal interests, programme appreciation, consumer demand, and
so on (see also, e.g., Ishikawa, 1996), or, even more radically, as a ‘contin-
gent criterion of judgement to be made by actual audiences in actual
situations’, as Ang (1991: 167) puts it.

3. The audience needs information and education

Newscasts, current affairs programmes, features and documentaries, edu-
cational programmes and other social or practical information have gained
a particular emphasis in public broadcasters’ offerings (see, e.g., De Bens et
al., 1992; Ishikawa et al., 1996). Their specific mandate to provide infor-
mation and education stems directly from the audience-as-public
approach. The public is regarded as a group of citizens that need to be
informed in order to secure an enlightened public discussion on public
affairs.

Thus, public service broadcasting is ‘obliged to address its audience as
rational citizens and to provide them with the information upon which
alone rational debate can be based’, as the BRU (1985: 8) puts it. Similarly,
Finland’s Act on YLE (1993) stipulates, as the first duty involving public
service, that the company shall ‘support democracy by providing a wide
variety of information, opinions and debates on social issues’. A conviction
that only information can help people to understand political and social
processes is well expressed also by the BBC, which justifies its news and
information services by claiming them to ‘help people understand national
and international events’ (BBC, 1996: 3). Hence, it is an idea of democracy,
best maintained within an informed public sphere, that justifies informa-
tive programming.

Perhaps an extreme example of this ‘democratist’ rationale was pro-
vided by Finland’s YLE, which in the late 1960s started a radical
experiment, known as ‘informational broadcasting’. By activating citizens,
this project aimed to democratize the whole of society. Programming
policy, being considered the central tool of activation, promoted objective,
accurate and challenging information as the elemental resource of democ-
ratic participation; entertainment was appreciated, but only as far as it
had critical and activating potentialities (see, e.g., Hujanen, 1995).

In the discourse of ‘what the audience needs’, information and educa-
tion are presented with respect to the political function of public
broadcasting, which is intended to provide an arena of debate, character-
ized by plurality, balance and access. For example, the Council of Europe’s
resolution requires public service broadcasters to provide ‘a forum for
public discussion in which as broad a spectrum as possible of views and
opinion can be expressed’. In addition, they are obliged ‘to broadcast
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impartial and independent news, information and comment’ (CE, 1994: 9).
Thus, the traditional values of impartiality and independence ~ the BBC's
‘statement of promises’ links ‘accuracy’ into this context as well (BBC,
1996: 3) - are also justified in relation to democratic goals.

However, information is not only emphasized in the political market, or
as a resource of the political realm. Owing to increased competition, infor-
mative programming policy also provides a differentiation strategy that
helps public broadcasters to legitimize their existence. When commercial
channels turn more and more towards international entertainment formu-
las, information has, paradoxically, become a niche that can be targeted
and marketed to selective viewers. This is perhaps best illustrated by the
BBC, which promises to ‘provide more factual programming during peak
time on television than other broadcasters’ (BBC, 1996: 3). In the same
vein, the Nordic public service broadcasting institutions also wish to per-
form as the major source of news and information for their citizens, in
contrast to their rivals (see, e.g., Syvertsen, 1997).

In addition to the political and business market, information is widely
used in programme policy discourse in the popular market too. As
Alasuutari (1992) has pointed out in his study of Finnish television view-
ers, newscasts, current affairs, features and documentaries are ranked high
in the ‘moral hierarchy’ of viewing preferences. According to him, news
and documentaries represent ‘the most highly valued types of TV pro-
gramme in the Finnish moral hierarchy’ (1992: 563), and although ranking
orders do not necessarily reflect actual viewing habits, what is reflected
here is the popular acceptance of the educational public service ideology.
On the other hand, commercial broadcasters also can utilize the political
and popular value of informative genres. For example, Finland's MTV3 is
actively marketing itself as being ‘the leading supplier of news’, referring
to the great number and innovative profiling of its daily newscasts.

Hence, ‘informing the national debate’ (BBC, 1992: 19) is a flexible argu-
ment in the legitimation of programme policies, as information and
education can be justified in the political, business and popular markets
alike. Emphasis on information by public broadcasters — and the popular
appreciation of informative genres — provides a practical counterargument to
the entertainment-oriented supply of commercial channels, but, at the same
time, information involves values that can be shared by all broadcasters.

4. The audience needs cultural integration

National and cultural integration was one of the early legitimations for
public broadcasting institutions. In the first place, this was expressed in the
goal of providing a universal and comprehensive service, available to the
whole nation — a goal which can be justified with reference to both equal-
ity and integration. However, integrating purposes can be traced also to
the cultural vocation that characterized European public broadcasters from
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their early days. In other words, broadcasting organizations were taken to
be part of the sector of society which is responsible for generating and
disseminating its linguistic, spiritual and aesthetic wealth (Blumler, 1992a:
10-11).

In the vision of the BRU (1985: 7), public service broadcasters ‘should
recognise their special relationship to the sense of national identity and
community’. Here, programming duties are connected directly to the idea
of the audience as citizens, addressed in a common public sphere. This
integrating function of programming may also be justified as a counter-
measure to disintegrating tendencies within societies, as is done by the
Council of Europe (CE, 1994: 9) when it ranks the duty of providing ‘a ref-
erence point for all members of the public and a factor of social cohesion
and integration of all individuals, groups and communities” as a principal
mission of public service broadcasters.

What does this actually mean in terms of programme policy? It appears
to refer, first, to a pluralist and sober reflection of the society in the media
as discussed above, and, second, to providing integrating experiences and
social interaction through programming. The latter function justifies broad-
casting as ‘a crucial means — perhaps the only means at present — whereby
common knowledges and pleasures in a shared public life are maintained
as a social good for the whole population’ (Scannell, 1989: 164). According
to this argument, broadcasting can contribute to a common ‘universe of
discourse’ (Scannell, 1989: 143) that goes beyond the restricted public
topics involved in news and current affairs. This integrating function is
served by documentaries, drama, entertainment, sports and other broad-
cast events, such as royal coronations, Olympic games, Eurovision song
contests, and so on. From this perspective, what the audience ‘needs’ is any
broadcast which creates a feeling of togetherness and contributes to social
cohesion. In programme policy, this has sometimes resulted in public
broadcasters’ tendency to monopolize major national events in order to be
able to provide a ‘national common arena’ (Syvertsen, 1997: 184).

Integration purposes have also justified public broadcasters’ special
duties to domestic programming, particularly emphasized during the last
few years. In Britain, the BBC’s commitment to ‘new modern drama and
situation comedy’ and ‘period drama and classic adaptations’ (BBC, 1996:
4) demonstrates the corporation’s multiple duties to ‘support and stimulate
the development and expression of British culture and entertainment’
(BBC, 1992: 21). In smaller nations, such as Finland and Norway, where
original productions are constrained by market size and shortage of
resources, public broadcasters’ special responsibilities for domestic fare
tend to be even more pronounced. Emphasis on domestic programming
with ‘a significant proportion of original productions’, as the Council of
Europe requires (CE, 1994: 9), serves also as a comfortable differentiation
strategy. On the other hand, the great popularity of domestic programmes,
drama in particular (see Biltereyst, 1995), has encouraged commercial
channels, too, to promote domestic culture and talent.
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Finally, cultural programming and patronage of the arts by public
broadcasters also are often justified by their culturally integrating func-
tions. For example, the BBC is expected to ‘enrich the cultural heritage of
the United Kingdom through support for the arts’ (Department of National
Heritage, 1994: 6), and the corporation itself promises to ‘support and
stimulate the development of the best talents so that British culture in all its
forms’ can be represented in its programmes (BBC, 1996: 3). This argument
is used to highlight the public broadcasting institutions’ role as corner-
stones of their respective national cultures and cultural policies. Hence, arts
programmes, broadcast concerts, and so on, which do not necessarily per-
form so well in ratings, can be legitimized as a common property of the
nation.

In conclusion, justification of programme policies based on integrating
functions of public broadcasting is used as an argument for cultural nation-
alism that may take several forms, applicable to the political, popular and
business markets alike. Nevertheless, as was demonstrated by the case of
Finland’s fourth television network, this pattern of argumentation can be
extended to promote and protect domestic broadcasting industry in gen-
eral too (Lowe and Alm, 1997).

Legitimation by the audience-as-consumers

Legitimation by addressing the audience as consumers is not necessarily
expressed in written policy documents. Rather, appealing to ‘what-the-
audience-wants’ is manifest in promotional campaigns, media policy
debates and broadcasters’ day-to-day choices. This discourse can be
analysed in terms of two major subdiscourses, complemented with a
related economic argument.

1. The audience wants choice

‘Consumer choice’ is the magic word of this discourse, which suggests
that consumers should have the widest possible choice of broadcasting
services and that diversity of choice can best be guaranteed by the discov-
ery mechanism of trial and error in a competitive market. What does
‘increasing choice’ mean as a programme policy goal?

First, it sometimes refers to a widening of the channel choice set, thus
providing more simultaneous programme options for the viewer. ‘The
fundamental aim of broadcasting policy should be to enlarge both the free-
dom of choice to the consumer and the opportunities available to
programme makers to offer alternative wares to the public’, as the British
Peacock Report (1986: 125), perhaps the most authoritative manifestation
of this thinking, put it. This thinking often sees subscription television,
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with its unlimited range of offerings, as a realization of consumer sover-
eignty while it ‘liberates the consumer by making him or her the best judge
of good broadcasting — it gives them choice’ (Veljanovski, 1990: 19).

The argument of providing new alternatives to the viewer underlies
every recent decision to introduce, at national level, new terrestrial chan-
nels. It was one of the justifying rationales behind Finland’s Channel Four
as well as Britain’s Channel Five, both commercial enterprises. However,
the argument for increasing choice played a role also in the launch of
Norway’s NRK2 and Denmark’s DR2, both public service channels (see,
e.g., Syvertsen, 1997). Hence, increasing choice is not a justification used by
commercial channels only.

This justification does not necessarily claim to provide something qual-
itatively different. Rather, here ‘choice’ is reduced to quantity of options. As
Dowding (1992: 312-14) has provocatively pointed out, the argument for
‘increasing choice’” does not usually refer to adding to the value of the
choice set or necessarily provide the viewers what they really want.
Instead, it assumes thatadding new alternatives to a choice, first, increases
statistically the probability of satisfying their needs; second, may also help
viewers to discover their preferences through the very act of choice itself;
and, third, may appeal to consumers, as it appears to give them a measure
of control over the alternatives.

In this way, programme policy that values choice in itself is well justified
in the popular market, but it provides a viable strategy for the business
market, too, as it helps TV stations to map out consumer preferences and
provide programmes that might meet viewer demand.

Another meaning of ‘increasing choice’ refers to providing something
‘different’ as compared to the existing offerings. Here, ‘choice’ refers to an
‘alternative’, qualitatively speaking. As the number of channels increases
and the audience per channel, logically, falls, new commercial services can
lay claim to apply new, alternative programming strategies. The argument
of providing a new choice was used, for example, by Finland’s
Ruutunelonen as it offered a more focused programme diet than its main
commercial rival. According to the Channel Controller, Jorma Sairanen, the
entrant would not try to compete with MTV3 with similar programming:

We can manage with some 200,000 to 300,000 viewers [compared to the 800,000
to 1.2 million viewers of MTV3’s top programmes], but it must be a targeted
audience. Perhaps some two-thirds of our programmes are pretty similar to
those of MTV’s but, as far as I can see, our opportunities are in the remaining
one-third. We can take risks as we are not aiming at big volumes like MTV is.”

Here, the alternative is created by means of targeting, which in this case
meant focusing on young, urban, female viewers. This strategy also can be
justified with reference to both the popular market and the business
market. Indeed, specialization as applied by various cable and satellite
channels today provides a major programme policy strategy that has
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enabled dozens of new outlets to establish their own audience segments
and programme niches. While major TV stations, whether public or pri-
vate, operate principally as generalists differentiating their products within
a framework of a wide range of broad appeal programming, pay channels,
in particular, introduce a choice by focusing on thematic programming
and narrow appeal.

Currently, increasing choice is enthusiastically promoted in the popular
market by the electronics industry promising by signal digitalization to
multiply the present channel capacity and, hence, provide the consumer
with an almost limitless abundance of programme options. Whether the
business market can bear the forthcoming fragmentation and how much
consumers will be prepared to pay for the improved service are critical
unknowns, however.

2. The audience wants popular programmes

If a broadcaster is determined to ‘give the audience what it wants’, it tends
‘o favour programmes that are watched by the greatest possible number of
viewers. Indeed, as micro-economic theory of competition suggests, both
advertiser-supported and pay television are biased against minority-inter-
est tastes — and in favour of programmes that produce large audiences
(e.g. Owen and Wildman, 1992: 148). However, commercial broadcasters
have been able to justify their emphasis on the most popular categories
such as fiction, sports and entertainment by appealing to audience
demand, as expressed by people-meter figures.

Indeed, the argumentation for a popularity-based programme policy is
strongly characterized by what Ang (1991: 50) calls a ratings discourse.
Audience ratings, expressed as a percentage of all television households in
the country, and shares, expressed as a percentage of all households that
are watching television during a particular hour, have become a discursive
framework that, on the one hand, enables the industry to know more about
its audience and, on the other hand, has been accepted also by viewers
themselves as an indication of what is popular and what might be worth-
while watching. Even more importantly, ratings provide the advertisers
with vital information of audience size and composition and the rival
channels with strategic knowledge of successes and failures.

As Ang notices, the ratings discourse ‘charts the ways in which the
industry defines the audience as a market’ (1991: 48). In ratings, popular-
ity is reduced efficiently to a matter of numerical superiority — and
numerical superiority, then, is equated with audience preference. Ratings
appear to provide an unambiguous measure of consumer demand, thus
generating programming decisions that can be easily defended.

But public broadcasters also have discovered the opportunities pro-
vided by the ratings discourse. Ratings are now widely employed by
these institutions as a measure of popular support, an issue of increased
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importance. For example, Finland’s YLE had started its audience research
department already in the 1960s, but it was not until the mid-1980s, and the
introduction of people meters, that viewing figures grew in importance in
the Finnish debate. While lists of top programmes are published weekly by,
for example, the major TV guide, Katso, and the leading national daily,
Helsingin Sanomat, ratings are extensively used as an argument for and
against individual programmes. Hence the performance of broadcasters
has come under a continuing public jurisdiction based on viewing figures
and company viewing shares (see, e.g., Soramaki, 1994).

In his analysis of the Danish public service broadcaster, DR,
Sendergaard (1994) notices a new responsiveness towards audience
demand emerging during the 1980s. What was earlier termed the ‘public’
becomes ‘customers’, while the daily schedule in terms of programme
placement becomes divided into separate sections for the general audience
(prime-time) and special target groups (daytime, late night). Without
changing dramatically the composition of offerings, a completely new pro-
gramming schedule is created, based on targeting, standardization and
regularity.

Hence, popularity serves as an argument not only in the popular and
the business markets but also in the political market, where popular legit-
imacy can be used as a measure of performance and exchanged for
political legitimacy.

3. Viability of programming counts

Relative to justifying programme policy on the basis of popularity, an
explicitly economic argumentation claims that programming decisions
should obey a strict cost-benefit analysis. Here, programme production
and scheduling are guided by economic calculation or, to put it more
poignantly, what reaps a profit. This rationale promotes low-cost pro-
gramming that appeals to a large viewership, thus favouring imported
serial drama instead of domestic original productions and studio-based
talk shows instead of genuine features or documentaries, for example.

However, broadcasters whose driving force is the maximization of their
long-run profits seldom use this argument publicly as a justification for
their programme policies. Instead, while being well understood by rival
broadcasters, this argument is valid in the business market, in particular.
Interestingly, it is often understood in the political market, too, as was
illustrated by the Finnish example, in which the state department in charge
of media policy explicitly recommended not constraining commercial
broadcasters by any strict stipulations on programming as, for economic
reasons, they would easily become a dead letter.

On the other hand, public broadcasters’ programme policy is also
increasingly guided by an effort to spend the licence-fee income ‘as effi-
ciently as possible so that you get the maximum benefit through our
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programmes’, as the BBC (1996: 27) puts it. By appealing to cost-effective-
ness, the British public broadcaster addresses its audience as a group of
informed consumers, a hybrid representing properties of both a consumer
and a citizen. This shows that economic reasoning serves as an argument
in the popular market too.

Conclusion: Signs of discursive convergence

Above I have traced patterns of argumentation in issues of programme
policy. I have distinguished between two discourses and several subdis-
courses that are common in the multiple policy-making arenas. The two
discourses appear broadly to follow the paradigmatic distinction between
public service and commercial broadcasting. However, while the distinc-
tion between the two paradigms is broad, it also is vague and full of
compromises. Whilst traditional arguments based on ‘what-the-audience-
needs’ have partly been replaced by arguments based on ‘what-the
audience-wants’, commercial broadcasters also have compromised their
populist programme policies, resulting in a rapprochement between the two
policy discourses. In conclusion, I shall summarize certain patterns of this
convergence.

1. Popularity rules

Owing to increasing fragmentation of the audience, broadcasters will
become more dependent than ever on viewers’ expressed or anticipated
interests, their actual viewing choices and, perhaps more than has hap-
pened so far, their programme appreciation. In order to ‘keep what are
defined as satisfactory audience shares’ (Hultén and Brants, 1992: 122),
public broadcasters have followed their commercial competitors by open-
ing up new programme slots in the schedule and by standardizing their
schedules. By ‘popularizing’ their fare, public broadcasters wish to appeal
directly to audience demand, thus addressing the audience as consumers.

The outcome of the general acceptance of ratings discourse is a conver-
gence of argumentation between public and commercial broadcasters.
According to Ang, who has analysed the discursive shift among public
broadcasters, ‘[these] institutions [. . .] have responded [to competition] by
adopting the discourse of the marketplace in their approach to the audi-
ence: defining “television audience” as a collection of consumers rather
than citizens, thinking of it in terms of “what the audience wants” rather
than “what it needs”’(1991: 165-6).

This tendency reflects the effort of these institutions to adapt to compe-
tition by balancing between normative justifications of range, quality,
information and integration and pragmatic requirements of popularity
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and economic reasoning. This means applying a mixed strategy (Syvertsen,
1992), according to which, on the one hand, they confront their commercial
competitors by representing the informative, cultural and national ideals
they consider to be unique and crucial to their identity as public broad-
casters, while, on the other hand, they take compromising steps towards
popular genres in order to protect their share of viewing (see also Achille
and Miege, 1994; Hultén and Brants, 1992).

2. Money buys

At least two reasons contribute to the fact that public broadcasters are
more exposed than before to economic constraints. First, stagnating
licence-fee revenue and growing production costs constitute a syndrome
which can be faced only with due financial management. Second, criticism
of public broadcasters’ extravagant spending has resulted in demands for
efficiency and accountability as well as promises by them to ‘provide value
for money’, as the BBC (1996: 77) puts it.

As Achille and Miége notice, the tendency to cut costs by externalizing
productions also ‘favours the convergence of the structures of public and
commercial television’(1994: 38). This is supported by industrial policy,
too, aiming to consolidate national culture industries. Here public broad-
casting institutions are regarded as key players, whose programme
purchases and co-productions can encourage the expansion of the inde-
pendent sector, thus promoting the general interests of cultural nationalism
(Lowe and Alm, 1997).

3. Variety is popular

In the new competitive situation, in which the most important arena of
legitimation is the popular market, diversity, as an argument for pro-
gramme policy, is no longer monopolized by public broadcasters only, or
by the discourse of ‘what-the-audience-needs’. This shift towards a more
multifaceted conception of diversity parallels the challenge of the new
media and private commercial television and coincides with the develop-
ment of audience measurement technologies. It also reflects a general
cultural change in society as a result of which ‘citizens’ who formerly were
served as equals become ‘consumers’” who demand various tailored ser-
vices.

This suggests that the term “diversity’ conceals differences of meaning
from one discourse to another. While the private, commercial sector tends
to regard diversity narrowly as an economic concept, public broadcasters
emphasize the cultural dimension of the concept. While the first approach
understands diversity as a pragmatic goal, achieved by means of compe-
tition in the marketplace, the second approaches it as a pluralist and
principled concept, acquired by public policy measures (e.g. Blumler,
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1992a). However, these two meanings appear to be converging and merg-
ing with each other.

4. Duties are shared

Another source of discursive convergence is provided by commercial chan-
nels which are constrained by various public service-type obligations. The
combination of commercial funding and regulation by public policy has
resulted in programme policies that resemble more of a public service tra-
dition than a genuine commercial diet (Hellman and Sauri, 1997). The
willingness of these hybrid broadcasters to use the ‘what-the-audience-
needs’ argumentation also reflects a ‘prestige strategy’ (Hellman and Sauri,
1994) which helps them to enhance their legitimacy.

Owing to this discursive convergence between ‘what-the-audience-
wants’ and ‘what-the-audience-needs’, traditional public service
justifications may be partly eroded, but more obvious is that they are trans-
posed to carry new meanings so that both public and commercial
broadcasters can use them. The justifications of genuinely commercial pro-
gramme policy will also be shared, because public broadcasters find it
difficult to escape economic necessities and the temptations of popularity.
This will result in a legitimation pattern where programme policies are
increasingly argued for by a mix of values of citizenship and consumerism,
applicable to the popular, political and business market alike.

Hence, the sharp borderline between the publicserviceand commercial
way of argumenting for programme policy is, if not disappearing, blurring
and decreasing in importance. It appears not to be feasible to treat the
audience either as citizens or as consumers. Parallel with a general trend in
modern-day society, the two roles overlap and merge with each other.

Notes

1. The distinction is widely used both in theoretical literature of the media (see,
e.g., McQuail, 1987) and in empirical analyses of broadcasting and broadcasting
policy (see, e.g. Ang, 1991: Sendergaard, 1994; Syvertsen, 1992).

2. The Helsinki Media Company is owned by the Erkko family and its Sanoma
Corporation. While the Sanoma Corporation is the biggest newspaper publisher in
Finland, the Helsinki Media Company has interests in magazine and book pub-
lishing and was the major owner of a national cable network, PTV.

3. Helsingin Sanomat, 14 June 1996, p. D11.

4. Helsingin Sanomat, 20May 1996, p. A6.

5. Ilta-Sanomat, 4 June 1997, p. A13.

6. Lansi-Suomi, 12 December 1996, p. 10.

7. Helsingin Sanomat, 31 May 1997, p. C1.
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SLAVES OF THE RATINGS TYRANNY?
Media Images of the Audience

Ingunn Hagen

In this chapter I will discuss what image various media hold of audiences
or the general public. I will pay particular attention to the medium of tele-
vision. Especially in a competitive situation like the multichannel
environment, there are more desperate attempts to reach, maintain and
measure audiences. Thus, media employees might feel that they are slaves
of ‘the ratings tyranny’.!

I choose to approach media perceptions of the audience on two levels.
First, I will deal with notions of the public held by media employees like
journalists and producers. In this part, I will concentrate particularly on
media professionals involved in news production, an area that was the
focus of many of the early, classical works on media images of the audi-
ence. Second, I will discuss how media institutions relate to the public.
Here I will concentrate on TV institutions, since their interest in audiences
has increased in recent years.

It is also possible to extract media conceptions of the audience from the
way the media approach audiences in their texts and programmes.
Through textual analysis one can discuss the media’s implicit readers or
viewers, or their particular discursive mode of address. However, I choose
to limit my discussion to the images of the audience employed in the
media by media professionals and in institutions interested in audience
measurements. While discussing more general phenomena, I will draw
most examples from the Norwegian context.

Thus, it may be necessary to give some sketchy background informa-
tion about media availability and use in this country. In Norway, people
spend over 5 hours and 9 minutes on mass media on an average day
(Vaage, 1999). Most of this time is spent on TV, radio and newspapers. In
1998 the average time spent on TV viewing alone was 1 hour and 59 min-
utes (or 151 minutes, according to the TV meter report by the Market and
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Media Institute [MMI], Rolland, 1999). Norwegians spend on average 1
hour 23 minutes daily on radio listening, while newspaper reading takes
34 minutes (Vaage, 1999). In Norway, there is a high number of newspa-
pers per inhabitant (almost 200 papers for 4 million people) and one of the
highest levels of newspaper consumption in the world. Thus, Norway
has been characterized as a press nation, rather than a TV nation (cf.
NOU, 1992). This is despite the fact that most of people’s timeis spent on
TV viewing.

In Norway, NRK (the state-owned public service broadcasting institu-
tion) had a monopoly over radio from 1933 and over TV from 1960. This
monopoly situation was broken in 1982, when the then conservative gov-
ernment opened up to allow for independent radio and TV. But even
though cable and satellite channels have been available since the early
1980s, it was not until recently that more than half of the population had
access to cable or satellite dishes. The second national TV channel, the
commercial TV2, was established in 1992. By 1996, 90 per cent of the pop-
ulation could watch TV2, in addition to NRK. In the autumn of 1996, the
second NRK channel started, resulting in NRK1 and NRK2. These struc-
tural changes and the increased competition are changing the relationship
between broadcasting institutions and their audiences (cf. Syvertsen, 1997).

Media images of audiences

What images of audiences are held by media producers and journalists?
The answers to this question may be extracted from interview accounts
with these media actors, or from examining the work processes and prac-
tices of news production, and of other journalistic work or programme
making. The essential question is to what degree various audience feed-
backs and images are incorporated (or not) into the production process.

If one examines news production, for example, one can find both stud-
ies with a focus on the organizational level and studies with emphasis on
the actors. Two studies, which often are described as classics within the
field of news sociology, can illustrate these two levels of analysis. Both of
these studies deal with journalistic work in newsrooms.

Epstein’s study of newsrooms in American national TV networks — pub-
lished in the book News from Nowhere: Television and the News (1973) — has
an organizational perspective. The results from Epstein’s book indicate
that an institutional demand is to keep the audience; to have them ‘stay
tuned’, rather than trying to keep them informed.

Another often quoted study is Gans’ book Deciding What’s News (1980
[1979)), in which he studied journalistic work in national news magazines
and TV networks. As this analysis is more actor-oriented, news is per-
ceived as a result of journalists’ judgements. Journalists make their
decisions based on, among other things, what they perceive as appropriate
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for the public. But as Gans writes about journalists’ perceptions of the
audience:

I was surprised to find, however, that they had little knowledge about the actual
audience and rejected feedback from it. Although they had a vague image of the
audience, they paid little attention to it; instead they filmed and wrote for their
superiors and for themselves, assuming [. . .] that what interested them would
interest the audience (1980 [1979]: 230).

Thus, while journalists often claim to provide the audiences with what
they need or want, their standards are often those of their professional
peers. While independence from economic and political interests is impor-
tant for journalists” autonomy, the lack of regard for the interests of the
audience is more problematic. However, the question remains whether a
clearer image of the audience would have impact on journalistic work.

It is common, as Gans (1980 [1979]) observed, to equate audiences’ taste
with the taste of producers. From such a perspective, producer autonomy
will serve to guarantee diversity and quality for the audience (cf.
Gentikow, 1997). Since programme makers are professionals, they know
most about production conventions; technically, aesthetically and ethically.
At its best, producer autonomy might result in programmes of high qual-
ity that are also popular. Examples of such programmes are some of the
productions of the BBC and Channel Four, and also some of NRK'’s pro-
ductions (e.g. the historical documentary series of the Norwegian war
criminal and torturer Henry Rinnan, broadcast by NRK in 1996). Producer
autonomy holds potential for both high quality programmes and innova-
tions. However, producers’ cultivation of their own artistic inclinations
can also result in arrogance, and in unbridgeable gaps with the audience.

Media images of the audience obviously also play a role in the produc-
tion of fictional programmes. In his book on the soap opera Dynasty,
Gripsrud (1995) points to the relationship between the creator’s images of
the audience and the so-called ‘implied’ or ‘model’ readers who can be
deduced from the programme itself. In fact, the primacy of the audience in
the heads of Hollywood personnel - resulting, for example, in audience
previews — is seen as a key to understand the success of many American
audio-visual products. Thus, Gripsrud thinks that:

The constant attention to how this or that element or scene will ‘work’ for an
anticipated audience marks Hollywood’s production culture in a variety of
ways. Precisely because it is so integral to the culture, it may not even be expli-
cated by writer-producers . . .] the attention to audience response is a basic part
of their knowledge of formal principles: they know from experience what
‘works’ with a serial’s audiences and what doesn’t. (1995: 57)

One way to secure heterogeneous audience images sufficient to match the
heterogeneity of modern audiences is the collective production team so
common in audio-visual productions. Such teams will know (often tacitly)
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from experience how to engage and entertain an audience, how to take into
account their knowledge and expectations, and how to avoid being too
provocatory (avoid objectionable programmes). The chief producer often
tries to secure that the result of these various audience images, in pro-
gramme production, will achieve maximum ratings.

When discussing media images of the audience or public one enters into
one of the key issues of the social sciences — the relationship between struc-
ture (here: media institution) and actor (journalist, media employee). The
point is that news and other media texts are produced in a hierarchical
organization that limits the work of journalists and producers, while also
providing opportunities for them. As Giddens formulates this: ‘structure is
not to be equated with constraint but is always both constraining and
enabling’ (1991 [1984]: 25). Giddens labels this ‘the duality of structure’; a
duality that has implications for the interaction between actor and struc-
ture (for a discussion of news journalism between structure and agency,
see, e.g., Eide, 1992). The relationship between media professionals and
media institutions may be characterized as both complementary and
mutually dependent.

The image that media professionals and media institutions hold of the
audience will be based on different types of experience and knowledge.
One may distinguish between two ways of developing these images,
related to two kinds of organizational learning (see Argyris and Schon,
1978).2 In what can be characterized as single-loop learning, journalists
develop their image of the audience within the institution and in coopera-
tion with each other. Single-loop learning often implies that organizational
norms and standards remain unchanged. Double-loop learning, on the
other hand, means that media professionals and institutions get informa-
tion from outside — such as from companies that provide audience
measurement (the most important of these are now the TV meter panelsin
various countries). These different kinds of learning horizons could also be
characterized as closed and open loops (see Sivertsen, 1987). Double-loop
learning implies that new standards are developed. The single loop is
clearly insufficient. In my view, the normal double loop also should be
expanded in order to gain an adequate image of audiences. But first a look
at the relatively closed single loop of media professionals.

Audiences as ‘the missing link”3

Many researchers and others have pointed to the fact that journalists and
other media professionals often lack knowledge about the audience (e.g.,
Burns, 1969, 1977; McQuail, 1969; Schlesinger, 1987 [1978]; Tuchman, 1978;
Tunstall, 1971). In the Norwegian context, anthropological studies of news-
paper production (Klausen, 1986; Siverts, 1983) and a study of
informational TV broadcasting (Puijk, 1990) point to the same conclusion.
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Also in a recent review of literature on media images of the audience,
Ettema and Whitney (1994) conclude that professional mass communica-
tors lack a clear or complete image of their audiences. There are also
several classical studies which demonstrate that the image journalists and
producers have of the audience is decisive for the message they produce
(e.g. Bauer, 1964; Darnton, 1975; de Sola Pool and Shulman, 1964). In the
struggle for high ratings, many employees in, for example, TV institutions
develop a rather negative view of the audience. What Altheide character-
izes as a cynical view of the audience is often the result: viewers are
perceived as ‘stupid, incompetent and unappreciative. From this perspec-
tive, viewers threaten the “success” of the news operation [. . .J' (Altheide,
1977 [1974]: 59).

Such negative images of the audience (or lack of interest in the audi-
ence?) relate to the increasing professionalization of journalists and other
media employees. The fact that many journalists go through formal edu-
cation is a sign of increasing professionalization, and so is the fact that
there are active discussions about professional ethics amongst media
employees. Increased professionalization often implies that expectations of
greater autonomy also develop (cf. Johnstone et al., 1976). Thus, to meet
demands and wishes from audiences is perceived as a threat to profes-
sional autonomy (see Schlesinger, 1987 [1978)). It is from colleagues that
one can expect the most immediate and most qualified feedback. Darnton
describes such a closed single-loop learning for newspaper journalists:
‘With specialization and professionalization they have responded increas-
ingly to the influence of their professional peer group, which exceeds that
of any image they may have of the general public’ (1975: 192). Thus, much
research points in the direction that a more defined professional identity
makes media professionals more concerned with peer evaluations than
with that of audiences.

Regarding journalists’ images or perceptions of the audience, several
authors have pointed out that these often are subjective and intuitive,
rather than based on audience research. Conceptions of the audience held
by producers and journalists are often stereotypical, based on accidental
meetings, on the bus, train or in their own canteen. Or they try to
approach their idea of the ‘ordinary man or woman’; perhaps their rela-
tives or their neighbours. ‘The milkman in Kansas’ is an expression often
used in American journalism textbooks in order to illustrate that one
should write for a general audience. Appropriate for ‘the dog of Mrs
Hansen’ is the expression the Norwegian author Jon Michelet used, in
order to characterize the headlines in VG, the most widely circulated
Norwegian tabloid newspaper (see Sande, 1989).* ‘Don’t produce for
viewers above high school level’ was the message to an acquaintance of
mine who had internship in an American local TV station. The relation-
ship with the public will also vary according to the actor’s place in the
hierarchy and function in the media organization. For example, Gans
(1980 [1979)) observed that while producers and editors were concerned
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with the viewpoints of audiences, journalists were often more concerned
with the relationship to their sources.

However, in production one indirectly has to take the audience into
consideration, especially when facing increased competition. In a report
from the newsroom in Danmarks Radio (the Danish public broadcasting
institution), Pittelkow describes ‘a development towards defining one’s
role more on the basis of the preconditions and (subjective) needs that one
attempts to address in viewers’ (1986: 188). This means a greater concern
with the ‘experiential value’ of the news; with the way that news items
engage viewers emotionally.

Another example can be drawn from Helland’s (1988) interviews with
some representatives from NRK.> One part of this study was the question
of feedback and the role of audience research in the institution. The most
important source of the partly imaginary relationship to the audience was
fromregular internal feedback from professional colleagues within NRK.
Those with a background in production claimed that they were very con-
cerned with the audience when producing; and that contact with the target
group helped them in this regard. However, internal feedback, especially
informal contacts with colleagues, was taken as the most valid. Another
source of indirect, external feedback taken quite seriously was reviews in
newspapers. The Broadcasting Council and debates in Parliament were
also mentioned as sources of external, indirect feedback, supposedly
important for the self-censorship practised in NRK. External, indirect feed-
back, in terms of phone calls and letters, was not taken as seriously as
other kinds of feedback. Such responses were not seen as representative.
An interesting observation in this limited study was that the interviewees
did not mention the audience research carried out by NRK before they
were specifically asked about it.

As indicated, a clear image of the audience is often a ‘missing link’
between media producers and the audience. For example, according to
Schlesinger (1987 [1978)), those who produce TV news have little knowl-
edge about the public’s background and level of information. Except for
audience measurements, which often provide information about ratings
for a particular programme, there is little feedback about audiences to
the producers. Some are also sceptical of the value of more detailed feed-
back: ‘The pressure on those responsible for programmes is such that
fuller or deeper analysis of audience reactions would amount to an intol-
erable strain” (Burns, 1977: 141). In my view, a clearer image of the
audience could also reduce the stress, or at least the uncertainty, related
to being a producer. Studies of audience reception, interpretation, expe-
rience, comprehensibility, fascination, identification and use can provide
useful information. At this point I will continue by discussing the media
organization’s relationship to audiences from an institutional point of
view.
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Audience measurement and news

Like in many countries, in Norway broadcasting institutions have shown
anincreasing interest in the audience in recent years. Obviously, this relates
to the liberal media policy that was initiated in the early 1980s, which
abolished the TV monopoly of NRK. The 1980s and 1990s have been a
period of deregulation, in which Norwegian TV has changed from being a
regulated public business to becoming an industry (for a description of this
development, see Syvertsen, 1997). The 1990s have been characterized as a
period of media revolution (cf. Lundby and Futsaeter, 1993), resulting in
increased competition between the different television channels.

During the 1980s and 1990s NRK increased the frequency of its audience
measurements — often taking the form of telephone interviews. These sur-
veys were performed by the Norwegian Central Bureau of Statistics (SSB).
In 1989 the listener and viewer surveys were taken over by the Market and
Media Institute (MMI) (see Host, 1993, 1998). In 1992 the Norwegian ver-
sion of the much-debated TV meters was initiated, and earlier the same
year the second national TV channel, the commercial TV2, was estab-
lished.® The TV meter studies were and are still performed by the MMI,
financed especially by NRK, TV2 and TVNorge (a Norwegian commercial
channel, broadcast only through cable). The company Norsh Gallup is
taking over the Norwegian TV meter panel at the end of 1999.

What is the reason for this great interest in the audience? Naturally, for
a commercial channel audiences are the coin of exchange to draw adver-
tising money. But the public service channel is also concerned with
audience numbers, as an indirect source of its licence fee. Some critics
claim that the broadcasting institutions carry out audience measurements
based on their own interests, with little genuine interest to know their
audiences. The main reason for the TV institutions to produce this knowl-
edge is in order to control and conquer the audience (e.g. Ang, 1991; Gitlin,
1978). Let us examine the background for such claims.

In Norway, as indicated, the dissolution of the NRK monopoly changed
the TV situation radically. Like in many countries with a state-owned
public service broadcaster, NRK could take the audience for granted. The
deregulation in 1982 changed its conditions radically by introducing com-
petition. Thus, NRK had to be more concerned with the audiences than
previously. While NRK does not have to compete for commercial reasons,
it still has to maintain legitimacy (for a discussion of this situation facing
NRK, see Gripsrud, 1986; Syvertsen, 1992a). The institution is faced with
contradictory pressures: on the one hand, it needs a certain viewership,
and thus has to compete with the commercial channels; but, on the other
hand, NRK cannot become too similar to its competitors, because that
would undermine the institution’s privileged position as financed by a
licence fee.

News broadcasts are often regarded as the flagship of TV stations,
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because they provide a legitimacy that few other programme genres are
able to. Especially for public service channels — like NRK - news pro-
grammes have always been important for fulfilling their purpose, and also
to build and maintain legitimacy with their audience. While the licence fee
makes a public service channel like NRK less dependent on the ‘normal’
audience, the institution is dependent on the political authorities who
decide about the licence fee. Despite the fact that NRK does not have to
constantly consider high audience numbers, generally low ratings would
clearly be a reason for questioning the licence fee.

Since news has great prestige, news departments often do not have the
same economic limitations as other programme departments (cf. Puijk,
1990). Commercial channels - like, for instance, TV2 - also give their news
broadcasts high priority. For commercial channels, news becomes an
important means to ‘have an audience to sell the advertisers’, and to con-
tribute to the general image building of the channel. In the public sphere,
audience ratings for the newscast in particular become a measure of the
success of the channel. But even though both a public service channel and
a commercial broadcaster are preoccupied with the audience, there will be
important differences in their interests.

Providing citizens with what they ‘need’

Public service institutions like NRK often have a normative relationship to
the audience; they provide audiences with what they ‘need’, what is good
for them. The public service channel’s relationship to the audience can be
characterized by the fact that the institution is supposed to be culturally
and socially responsible. The image of the audience is then that of a citizen;
a citizen who primarily is supposed to be educated and informed (the
enlightenment ideal), but also given experiences and entertainment. All of
these factors are accounted for in NRK’s programme rules, for example (for
a further discussion, see Hagen, 1992a). The public service TV institutions
see it as their task to enable the audience to perform their democratic rights
and duties. Thus, the institution perceives the audience as rational citizens,
concerned with collective problems and issues.

There is disagreement regarding a proper definition of the ‘public ser-
vice’ concept. However, a common trait in several public service
broadcasting definitions is that such institutions should serve societal goals
(Sendergaard, 1992; for a problematization, see also Syvertsen, 1990,
1992a). In line with public sphere or democracy ideals, such institutions are
supposed to make the audience into well-informed citizens who can par-
ticipate in political and cultural debates and decisions (for a further
discussion of the media’s relationship to the public and for the audience’s
citizen role, see, e.g., Garnham, 1986; Golding, 1990; Murdock, 1990). This
could be characterized as a public responsibility view of public TV. An
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example could be provided from Finland. In his discursive analysis of
media policy documents regulating Finnish public TV, Silvo finds that
there is an emphasis on “public responsibility, common national, cultural
and political values, unified audiences and democratic media politics’
(1988: 275).

These expectations that the institution should inform the audience can
be characterized as a fact or news genre contract. This notion of ‘fact con-
tract’ is used, among others, by Bondebjerg (1989). Others, like Kjorup
(1992), have questioned whether the notion of ‘contract’ is appropriate,
since it is not mutually committing. However, there is an indirect contract,
at least in the sense that audiences pay a licence fee to NRK for which they
expect to get something in return. Moreover, the point is that historically,
a relationship has developed between the public service broadcasting insti-
tution and the audience that forms the horizon of expectations that the
audience brings to news and other programmes broadcast by that institu-
tion. From NRK, for example, audiences expect to get the most important
news, presented in a balanced manner.

Most public service institutions, such as NRK and the BBC, for example,
were established with enlightenment functions, supposed to provide audi-
ences with ‘worthwhile experiences’. One might then ask: what is
worthwhile experience, and who decides this? The public service institu-
tions” images of the audience vary historically and with national context.
Previously NRK, like many publicservice institutions with a monopoly sit-
uation, had more of a paternalistic attitude towards the audience. In his
discussion of the paternalistic phase of Danmarks Radio, Bondebjerg (1989)
suggests an appropriate name for this phenomenon: ‘school teachers’ tele-
vision’. An often quoted definition of a paternalistic system is as ‘an
authoritarian system with a conscience: thatis to say, with values and pur-
poses beyond the maintenance of its own power’ (Williams, 1968: 117).
Such broadcasting institutions have traditionally seen it as their duty to
protect and guide the public; to communicate (often middle-class) values,
habits and taste to the majority of the people. This resulted in an ideology
of social responsibility with an almost missionary attitude towards the
audience.

The legitimation of the state monopoly public service broadcasting
policies is, as indicated, in terms of the ‘needs’ of the audience. These
needs are often formulated such that the public are unaware of their
‘real’ needs. The assumption is that the public lack something that they
might not be aware of. Thus, decision-makers can start from what they
often regard as objective needs; what the audiences should want, if they
were educated enough. In the early days of TV and radio in Europe, and
particularly in social democratic Scandinavia, the broadcasting institu-
tions were seen to promoteindisputable ‘quality culture’ (see Bondebjerg,
1990). However, audiences did not always approve of what was avail-
able; the mocked symbol of dreary high culture in NRK was ‘Finnish TV
theatre’.



SLAVES OF THE RATINGS TYRANNY? 139

In the early days of Norwegian TV, this kind of emphasis on educa-
tional programming revealed itself in both programme selection and
scheduling. Serious programmes dominated prime-time. The strategy
seemed to be to fill prime-time with what the audience ought to watch. In
the new multichannel situation, this strategy has been abandoned. Now
the competition from both national and transnational channels forces the
public service channels to take the audiences’ interests more into account.
In a recent ‘goals and strategies’ document by NRK (1996), these new con-
cerns with the audience are illustrated. The institution still aims to be in the
service of the public as a public arena for debate, information, culture,
education and entertainment. But NRK also announces that the techno-
logical development has created demands for a service which is more
oriented towards ‘target groups and individual viewers’ (1996: 4). The
document states that ‘NRK will put the interests and needs of the audience
at the centre of its programme policy’ (1996: 6). However, the strategy is
self-contradictory too, as it is also stated that NRK plans a programme
policy ‘not dictated by economy or audience support’ (1996: 6). Thus,
while also trying to meet audiences’ interests, NRK is still trying to main-
tain its freedom to define what audiences need. In the strategy document,
it is seen as unfortunate if ‘NRK develops to be more like the commercial
channels [. . .] (1996: 4).

Satisfying consumer’s ‘wants’

Prior to the establishment of the second Norwegian national channel, the
commercial TV2, there was at least a decade of political controversy and a
number of public documents debating the potential channel. Political par-
ties were divided along right-left lines regarding having a TV channel
financed by advertisement. The positive arguments for TV2 were nation-
alist: the new channel was supposed to create a national counter-pressure
to the international cultural influence that the increasingly available satel-
lite channels represented (cf. NOU, 1985). TV2 was supposed to strengthen
Norwegian culture, identity, language and values. An alternative national
news broadcast (to NRK’s TV news — Dagsrevyen) was seen as important.
Very little was said about other kinds of programmes, except that they
should represent local and national culture.

A commercial TV institution - like Norwegian TV2 — must to a larger
extent take into consideration what the audience ‘want’ and ‘desire’. This
notion of want is often promoted as offering the audience something extra,
satisfying a desire that stems from the audiences themselves. Much com-
mercial broadcasting, and other commercial media industries, uses a
consumer sovereignty argument: if consumers did not like the product,
they simply would not buy (watch) it. From such a perspective, the ultimate
power is that of consumers or audiences. Thus, commercial institutions are
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concerned with popularity, expressed by high ratings or high numbers of
readers.

A commercial broadcasting institution has as its goal to maximize the
audience in order to maximize profit. Consequently, its relationship to the
audience is guided by its attempt to reach large audiences. The audience
become consumers in two ways: for TV programmes but also for adver-
tised products (cf. McQuail, 1987). Thus, it is not only the maximum size
audience that is the most interesting, but also the target groups with the
maximum spending power (like the young and affluent).

Commercial broadcasting institutions often perceive the audience as
individual consumers who take care of their personal interests
(Sendergaard, 1992). In Norway, however, the commercial TV2 also has
‘public service obligations’ as part of its licence conditions. Still, one
could argue that TV2, like other commercial broadcasters, is more respon-
sive to advertisers than it is to its audience. While the arguments for
introducing a second, commercial national channel in Norway focused on
TV2’s potential strengthening of Norwegian culture and identity (see
Hagen, 1987), the channel’s main programmes are light American enter-
tainment series. However, TV2 also broadcasts news with an alternative
to NRK’s Dagsrevyen (a popular angle, often accused of being tabloid,
with heavy emphasis on crime), and popular Norwegian entertainment
programmes.”

For commercial channels, obviously audience ratings are much more
important than for public service channels, since they provide the basis for
their income from advertisements. Thus, the audience becomes a product
to sell to advertisers. In principle, it is more important for them to get the
public’s attention and that they watch than that they become informed.
But even though the commercial ideology is to ‘give the audience what
they want’, news broadcasts are important for the channel’s image build-
ing and credibility. Thus, it is quite accurate when the acting chief editor
of TV2 characterized the news and actuality broadcast as the ‘engine of
TV2'38

The main concern of commercial channels is to make people watch and
to keep them watching. Thus, programme quality is reduced to popularity
expressed by high ratings. When the goal is to avoid viewers zapping to
another channel, the result is often to produce programmes that will not
offend anyone, so-called ‘Least Objectionable Programming’ (LOP).
According to Meyrowitz ‘the key is todesign a program that is least likely
to be turned off, rather than a program viewers will actively seek out’(1985:
73). Public service channels are also concerned with LOP: in the words of
the BBC in its ‘Promise to Viewers and Listeners”: ‘We promise to keep in
touch with our audiences’ views on taste and decency and not to cause
widespread offence’ (BBC, 1997; emphasis added). However, for commercial
channels, rather than caring about how people watch and what they get
out of it, it is sufficient that they watch — so they are exposed to commer-
cials. Thus, the logic of commercial broadcasting or of what Gentikow
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(1997) calls ‘consumer quality’ is rooted in the needs of advertisers, not in
the wants or desires of audiences.

Different logics: still searching for the audience

However, in the competitive situation a public service channel’srole also
becomes redefined: from serving the public sphere to more of a market sit-
uation. Even though a public service channel’s role is based on political
rationality —as a medium for the political and cultural public sphere — the
institution also has to relate to the audience according to an economic
logic, because the audience who are ‘the public’ are ‘consumers’ in another
system.

Consequently, the relationship to the audience may develop the way
Sendergaard describes for the Danish public service institution: “Thus,
audiences are defined not primarily through their political and social
identity, but rather as individualized, private viewers’ (1992: 49). One
may interpret this as an indication of conflicting requirements within the
organization.

Such conflicting norms motivate interest in sources outside the organi-
zation; for broadcasting institutions this is often an increased attention to
audience measurement. This is also the case in Norway, where NRK’s
increasing interest in audience measurement could be interpreted as an
indication of conflicting organizational norms. While competing with
commercial channels, the public service channels also have to be some-
thing else. Such a promise is also given by the BBC, in their ‘Promise to
Viewers and Listeners”: ‘The more broadcasters you have to choose from,
the more you might expect the BBC — the broadcaster you pay the licence
fee — to provide something different’ (BBC, 1997).

Audience measurements were originally developed to satisfy the inter-
ests of the American TV industry (for a discussion of this, see Gitlin's book
Inside Prime Time, 1983). In the 1990s this kind of measurement has become
very technically sophisticated, and great resources are spent measuring
audiences.

The latest development are the earlier mentioned TV meters. Since the
broadcasting institutions are dependent on the audience both for economic
survival and for legitimacy, it is understandable that they constantly try to
conquer and control the audience. The way TV institutions are organized,
according to Williams, results in ‘deep contradiction, of centralised trans-
mission and privatised reception” (1974: 30). Since the broadcasting
institutions get little feedback beyond audience measurements, they have
to live with uncertainty about the audience. Several authors (e.g. Elliott,
1979; McQuail, 1969) emphasize this uncertainty. Exceptions in terms of
feedback are the letters broadcasting institutions receive from audiences
(cf. Bastiansen, 1991), as well as more public or official responses, as
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discussed earlier. Institutions also initiate studies of audience satisfaction
related to the coverage of certain events, such as, for example, the Gulf War
(see Bakke and Futseeter, 1991).

Within the broadcasting institution, the scientific status of audience
measurements is often emphasized. Such measurements are interpreted as
‘seemingly systematic, impersonal, reliable ways to predict success and
failure’ (Gitlin, 1983: 31). The numbers based on audience measurements
are often used to legitimize decisions regarding programme policy (exam-
ples of such use of audience measurements are also mentioned in more
classic studies, e.g. Burns, 1969). However, the role of audience measure-
ment numbers is also contradictory. The measures often show accurate
numbers for programme ratings. In Norway for example, the number
watching the public service channel’s news (NRK'’s Dagsrevyen) is almost
double the number who watch the commercial channel’s (TV2) news. But
the size of the viewing audience does not necessarily indicate what the
viewers are satisfied with. While Dagsrevyen has one of the highest ratings
among NRK'’s programmes, only 6 per cent of the viewers thought it was
a very good programme (Bakke and Eie, 1992). The audience statistics do
not indicate what worked in the programme and what did not. Neither do
the numbers normally give any indication of what motivated viewers to
watch and what they got out of the programme (cf. Hagen, 1992a). Thus,
audience measurement provides an insufficient basis for programme plan-
ning and production, unless the aim is only to provide audiences for
advertisers.

Beyond ratings

In Norway, like in many other countries with a state-owned public service
broadcaster, the public service institution NRK has to relate to a commercial
logic, due to the competition with the commercial TV2 (and satellite chan-
nels). The other main actor, TV2, is commercial, but also has public service
obligations. However, both in order to ‘serve the audience’ as citizens and to
‘give the audience what they want’, one must have knowledge of the audi-
ence. In Norway, few studies address how TV journalists or producers
conceive the audience. But based on Anglo-American research one can
assume that they know little about the audiences they approach. Such uncer-
tainty can be an extra stress factor for journalists and producers. Professional
identity, on the other hand, functions as a buffer against this strain.

In order to handle this uncertainty, there are, according to McQuail
(1969), some frequently used strategies. First, there is specialization, where
the broadcaster aims specialized programmes at the interests and needs of
known audience groups. Second, there is the increasing professionalization
among media employees, which McQuail sees as a problem if it is not
simultaneously combined with strong ideals about serving the audience,
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and an interest in meeting audiences’ expectations. A third strategy that
originated in a lack of knowledge about audiences is ritualization and rou-
tinization, which means a tendency to maintain well-known recipes for
what seems to appeal to the audience. Such ‘more of the same’ thinking is
in line with the single-loop learning perspective. It is easy to imitate
English or American programme concepts, either regarding the news
format or other programme genres. But such attempts to ‘play safe’ can
inhibit creative experimentation in the broadcasting institutions. It hin-
ders the development of qualitatively new programme concepts and
images of audiences.

In a situation where a commercial logic is increasing its impact, broad-
casting institutions will, as I have suggested, become more concerned with
the audience. Such developments will also impact on actors in broadcast-
ing institutions. According to Gallagher (1982), such changes in
organizations will have consequences for journalists’ and other employees’
attitudes, ideals and values. The point is that images that originate in the
institution can be experienced and expressed as the actor’s professional
guidelines. However, new challenges to the institutions can also provide
potentials for getting more in-depth knowledge about audiences, beyond
perceptions of the audience as market, and numbers. This will again have
consequences for the institution.

In order to fulfil democratic ideals, media institutions need to engage
audiences. Thus, journalism and media production have to mobilize feel-
ings, to create identification, and to make the material comprehensible.
This requires that one has an adequate image of the audiences, in all their
nuances. One of the greatest mistakes in communication is to imagine the
receiver in stereotypical terms, or to regard the receiver as similar to one-
self (for a discussion of this related to news journalism, see Reinton, 1992).
Good journalism, at least, requires that one knows whom one is address-
ing. Furthermore, if broadcasting institutions are to function
democratically, the audiences’ ‘needs’ and communication rights must be
taken care of (Williams, 1968, among others, discusses this democratization
of broadcasting institutions). Since democracy is such a taken-for-granted
‘God word’, there is also a need to discuss what democratic communica-
tion might mean (see Hagen, 1986, 1992c). However, the danger occurs
when commercial logic becomes master, overriding democratic concerns.

In the monopoly situation, a public service broadcasting institution like
NRK could afford to have single-looped learning in the organization. The
organizational norms were more fixed. In the competitive situation, both
public service and commercial broadcasting organizations face conflict-
ing norms. NRK needs high ratings to legitimate the licence, while TV2
needs high ratings to sell to advertisers. Both risk being slaves of the rat-
ings tyranny; ratings are uniformly taken as a sign of success, both by the
TV institutions themselves and by other media. However, in order to
secure organizational survival and organizational development (double-
loop learning), broadcasting institutions have to satisfy their audience. But
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what characterizes the audience? And what will satisfy, fascinate, inform
and entertain them? In order to take these questions seriously, broadcast-
ing institutions need new sources of insight about audiences. By enlarging
the double loop, the institutions can also be a potential for their agents, as
well as a developing organization.

In my view, the more open double loop of media institutions is also
insufficient. But as Argyris and Schon (1978) pointed out, it is possible to
have organizational learning that is more or less double-looped.
Broadcasting institutions may benefit from supplying audience statistics
with results and insights from newer audience research, especially recep-
tion studies and ethnographic media research.” Knowledge from such
studies should be continually communicated to journalists and other pro-
ducers. Increased attention to the audience should imply a real interest in
understanding audiences, beyond being categories in audience statistics.
Then images of audiences might provide a basis for media production.
Better substantiated images of audiences would also modify the depen-
dency on ratings. Hence, such knowledge will probably be liberating for
media professionals, rather than functioning like a structural strait-jacket.

In their book Audience Making, Ettema and Whitney (1994) raise the
question of whether a clearer image of the audience would matter. They
refer to research that indicates that a clear “product image’ might have
larger consequences for individual producers. However, audience images
will reappear in organizational strategies and in interactions within the
institution. Thus, audience measurements will probably be on the desk of
media planners when deciding whether a particular programme should
continue to be produced. For this purpose they will continue procedures —
like the TV meter — for ’knowing the audience’, or rather knowing what
programme the audience will watch. But it should be kept in mind that this
construction of the audience - this particular institutional ‘making of the
audience’ - serves the institution’s interests and purposes. Thus, TV and
other media institutions will not necessarily provide audiences with what
they desire. The purpose of ‘’knowing’ the audience is to shape them into
predictable markets. Especially for commercial channels, audiences are
thought of as the ‘coin of exchange’. In the process of catering for the
market, the form and content of media output will be shaped.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed the institutional concept of audiences; the
institutions’ perception or image of the audience, not the actual audiences.
It has been common knowledge in rhetorics, from Aristotle onward, that
communicators need to know their audience. Audience ratings, based on
TV meters — the latest kind of TV audience measurement — are probably
TV’s main institutional way to ’know’ audiences. However, lately there
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have been increasing attempts, also by the research departments in the
broadcasting institutions themselves, to do more qualitative studies of
audiences’ taste, preferences and reactions, often to specific programmes
(e.g. Hake, 1995a, 1995b, 1996).

I think qualitative studies can provide more detailed information about
how and why audiences use different media — like TV — and especially
what they experience as benefit from this. Docherty et al., in their book on
Channel Four’s audiences, suggest the following about qualitative audi-
ence research:

The rationale behind such research is that one can strip away layers of superfi-
cial responses and begin to peer into the more complex, certainly more subtle,
not always consistent construction of the public mind. (1988: 2)

However, it still matters how this knowledge is used and acknowledged
within the institutional arrangement and organizational strategies. The
point is, as Ettema and Whitney (1994) emphasize, that the institutional
interest in actual audiences is to reconstitute them as institutionally effec-
tive audiences that have social meaning and economic value in the system.
One example is measured audiences that TV channels can sell to advertis-
ers. Another such version is the segmented or target group audiences, who
are anticipated to appreciate certain content — and to be potential con-
sumers of accompanying advertised products.

Such institutional, discursive constructs of the audience can be con-
trasted with the real or social audience (cf. Hoijer, this volume). However,
qualitative audience research is also an institutional attempt to depict
actual audiences, by academic scholars or by researchers in the broadcast-
ing institutions. Examples of such research are focusing on how audiences
use and integrate various media into their everyday lives, and what mean-
ing, often contradictory, they attribute to such practices (cf. Hagen, 1992a,
1995, 1996, 1999).

However, the audience also operate with a concept or image of the audi-
ence, often an ideal or norm that they judge their own habits against.
Hoijer (this volume) prefers to call how audiences perceive themselves as
audiences ‘metacognitions’. One example of such metacognitions are the
moral evaluations that viewers make of their media habits, and especially
their TV viewing (see, Alasuutari, 1996; Hagen, 1996, 1999). Another such
norm is the elevated status attributed to news, often perceived as a social
duty (Hagen, 1992a).

The point is that audience images are always inscribed: the institutional
according to institutional goals; the academic according to methodological
and other scientific (theoretical) discourses; and the audience’s image
according to cultural codes for good taste and decent lifestyles, that is,
according to moral hierarchies in the culture. As Moores reminds us:
‘There is no stable entity, which we can isolate and identify as the media
audience, no single object that is unproblematically “there” for us to
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observe and analyze’ (1993: 1-2). Thus, while institutions can broaden
their concept of the audience through more qualitative research, academics
have a challenge in interpreting such audience images, where actual audi-
ences relate themselves to cultural discourses related to specific media,
and of audiencehood.

In the multichannel situation, a notion is developing that the licence fee
gives audiences a right to expect the broadcasting institution to take their
opinion seriously. This notion can be exemplified by the BBC’s ‘Promise to
Viewers and Listeners” ‘Viewers and listeners pay for our services and
therefore they expect us to take account of their views’ (BBC, 1997).
Perhaps more broadcasting institutions should learn from this. But the
challenge remains: to take proper account of audiences’ views, and to let
new understandings have implications for institutional practices.

Notes

I would like to express appreciation to Pertti Alasuutari, Dan Y. Jacobsen, Qivind
Hagen and Birgitta Hoijer for constructive comments on earlier drafts of this
chapter.

1. Such feelings were expressed by several of the main executives working in
different TV channels during a session called ‘The Ratings Tyranny?’ at the bian-
nual conference ‘Nordiske TV-dager’ (Nordic TV Days), Bergen, 1994.

2.1base this part of the argument on the concepts used by Argyris and Schonin
their book Organizational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective (1978). These
authors build, among others, on Gregory Bateson’s theory.

3. This subheading was inspired by the title of a chapter about journalists’ rela-
tionship to the audience, “The Missing Link: “Professionalism” and the Audience’,
in Schlesinger’s book Putting ‘Reality’ Together (1987 [1978]).

4. Hansen is one of the most common Norwegian family names.

5. The interviewees consisted of five NRK employees, including two produc-
ers/programme directors, two managers with a background in production, and
one researcher from NRK’s research department.

6. The TV meter measurement was started by the MMI on 1 January 1992 to sat-
isfy NRK’s increasing interest in audience measurements. TV2 went on air on 5
September that same year.

7. One example of Norwegian TV2's entertainment productions is the situation
comedy Mot i brostet (Bravery) — a very popular slapstick serial with three men
living together. Another example is the popular soap opera Syv sgstre (Seven Sisters),
produced with the assistance of Swedish soap opera producers. This soap ~ taking
up numerous taboos in Norwegian society (like homosexuality, immigrants,
‘Lebensborn’ children — born of German fathers) — has been one of TV2s main attrac-
tions on Saturday evenings. Finally, the production Bot og bedring (Fines and
Improvements) is another humorousserial, where the characters are traffic wardens.

8. This acting chief editor of TV2 was Finn H. Andreassen, interviewed in
Bergens Tidende, a regional newspaper in Norway (3 May 1995).
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9. Elsewhere, I provide an elaborate discussion and examples of reception analy-
sis (Hagen, 1992a, 1993, 1995, 1996, 1998, Hagen and Wasko, 1999) and I also
discuss the relationship between reception theory and ethnographic media research
(Hagen, 1992b).
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THE IMPLIED AUDIENCE IN SOAP
OPERA PRODUCTION
Everyday Rhetorical Strategies Among
Television Professionals

John Tulloch

In his Introduction to this book, Pertti Alasuutari emphasizes that ‘third
generation’ reception studies needs, on the one hand, to move past an
‘obsession” with the ‘determinate moments’ of encoding/decoding that
characterized Stuart Hall’s important ‘first generation” work, and, on the
other hand, to broaden the emphasis on the audience’s ‘everyday’ of
‘second generation’ ‘active audience’ studies. ‘Third generation’ reception
analysis should be

interested in the discourses within which we conceive of our roles as the public
and the audience, and how notions of programmes-with-an-audience or mes-
sages-with-an-audience are inscribed in both media messages and assessments
about news events and about what is going on in the ‘world’. The third gener-
ation resumes an interest in programmes and programming, but not as texts
studied in isolation from their usage as an element of everyday life.

This chapter tries to meet Alasuutari’s ‘third generation’ agenda, retying
audiences and programming. But here the everyday life concentrated on
is that of the producers of the programmes as they imply their audiences
in constructing their texts. The chapter addresses Alasuutari’s call for
‘questions about the frames within which we conceive of the media and
their contents as reality and as representations — or distortions — of reality.
And [about] how [. . .] these frames or discourses about the programmes
and about viewing and audiences [are] inscribed in the programmes
themselves.’

Because a soap opera works especially strongly at the popular ratings
edge of television, the frames and discourses dominant in international
commercial television are strong. But, as this chapter will demonstrate,
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other less expected frames — of quality and ‘Shakespeare’, of an emphasis
on current one-parent and step-parent family audiences conceived to be
looking for something ‘less sentimentalizing than The Brady Bunch’, of cur-
rent social issues like unemployment, AIDS and drug cultures — are
important frames of popular soap opera too. To avoid an ‘obsession with
the determining moment’ it is just as important to trace the very rich con-
texts and processes of these frames and discourses in the ‘everyday’ of
television production as it is in television audiences. While inevitably, for
heuristic reasons, we must deal with determining moments — with, for
example, an actor’s or a director’s concern that a particular moment of per-
formance ‘isn’t working’ — it is important to situate these moments in their
time and space co-ordinates, to understand them in processes of dialogic
negotiation between professional and other rhetorics. We need to under-
stand the frames within which these rhetorics are set if, as Alasuutari asks,
we are to shed light on ‘the big picture’ of ‘the cultural concerns that sur-
round media use and media messages’.

This chapter does not, as Alasuutari warns, think it can ‘outwit the
native informant simply because of an outsider’s view’. Indeed, the intel-
ligences of television practitioners are the warp and weft of the chapter’s
analysis. On the other hand, though, we must recognize that our own ana-
lytical concern with those ‘big picture’” questions must also be worked
through our dialogue with those intelligences, both reflexively positioning
them and being positioned by them. Alasuutari is right to point out that the
frames we use as analysts, the ‘audiencing’ frames of television makers,
and the frames used by audiences in accounting for and justifying their
viewing habits all tell us about ‘embedded moralities of everyday life and
media use’.

This, as he says, is a sociological perspective which emphazises a ‘“dis-
cursive” view on talk’” which tells us ‘most of all, about the discourses
within which the media are discussed’. Our particular focus in this chap-
ter — within this broader frame of ‘third generation’ analysis — is on
everyday rhetorical strategies which ‘imply’ audiences in the television
industry. It focuses especially on the frames that professionals use to
account for and justify their production habits of ‘audiencing’.

As Alasuutari says, the ‘third generation is already here’. This chapter
has its background in earlier ethnographic work I have conducted in
analysing a soap opera’s textual positioning of “youth unemployment’ and
young people’s reading of this television ‘realism’; and also other work on
science fiction production and audiences. But here the focus is much more
specifically on the discursive frames that operate in popular television in
attempting to position implied audiences. At the same time, the chapter is
determinedly empirical because, while trying to be reflexively theoretical
rather than empiricist, I agree with Alasuutari that this is the best way to
counter our tendency as researchers to be ‘blinded by [our] own fears and
concerns’, our own particular moral tales.
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‘Third generation’ ethnography

In the late 1980s I conducted ethnographic research at what was at the
time Australia’s leading prime-time soap opera, A Country Practice (ACP)
(Tulloch and Moran, 1986). If asked why this was ‘ethnographic’ research,
I would argue it was ethnographic in the fairly standard sense that it was
attempting to understand holistically the socio-cultural processes, patterns
and practices of groups of people in their natural setting. But that sentence
itself needs some unpacking and framing;:

¢ ‘understanding’ here includes an emphasis on subjective reflexivity;
‘process’ includes an emphasis on the competing rhetorics and inter-
texts that define social situations; and

¢ ‘holistic’ emphasizes the understanding of everyday interaction within
its broader sociological context of ‘discourses within which the media
are discussed’.

In this case, the ethnographic study consisted of several months of obser-
vation of professional television work practices at a production house (NP
Films) and a television studio (Channel 7, Sydney).

Ethnography attempts to provide a dynamic account of everyday life
within a cultural group, describing not only what we do, but also the
rhetorics, schemas and mythologies by which we make our actions mean-
ingful. Thus, for example, during the period this book describes as ‘second
generation” audience studies, ethnography was drawn on to examine the
function of media in the everyday life of the audience. The ‘third genera-
tion” audience study that is the aim of this book needs in addition an
ethnography of production, because that is where the implied audience is
practised (as subjectively reflexive action and as competing rhetorics and
intertexts) in the everyday routines of television professionals.

Like ‘second generation” audience ethnography, production ethnogra-
phy must be concerned with human behaviour that occurs within a
broader socio-cultural context of time/space co-ordinates. In terms of spa-
tial context, for example, a television production house that is making a
‘medical soap opera’, like JNP, never implies its audiences in isolation
from a larger context, which includes commercial television channels,
actual audiences and professional organizations like the Australian
Medical Association. In terms of time co-ordinates, implied audiences are
constructed sequentially in the context of the rhetorical strategies and inter-
texts of master plans, forward planning meetings, ratings periods, actors’
availability, networking and scheduling demands, the timing of commer-
cial breaks, and so on.

Sowhen an AIDS text is constructed within this particular socio-cultural
group, its messages are ‘processed’ and its audiences are implied according
to the rhetorical strategies generated in these broader contexts of space and
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time. It is, as Elam (1989: 1-26) notes, these rhetorical strategies which put
in place (mise en scéne) textual meaning as understood within production
cultures . Ethnography’s emphasis on process and the everyday can then
be understood in terms of the competing rhetorics and intertexts that
define the daily work practice of television professionals. Audiences are
implied by way of a ‘showing forth” in professional practice of these
rhetorics and intertexts in television work practice. This ‘showing forth’
takes place via both speech acts and routine activity, giving the ethnogra-
pher access to what Bakhtin calls ‘living utterance’.

As Bakhtin says, ‘living utterance, having taken meaning and shape in
a particular historical moment in a socially specific environment, cannot
fail to brush up against thousands of living dialogic threads [. . .] cannot fail
to become an active participant in a social dialogue’ (1984: 276). In work on
HIV / AIDS interviewing, Hassin has drawn on Bakhtin to argue that ‘in
dialogue, past and present experiences and divergentideologies are incor-
porated into a continually developing, ongoing process in which the
speaker negotiates her /his voice’ (Hassin, 1994: 394) — as between, in this
case for example, the ‘dominant ideology” of social outcast and an alterna-
tive discourse as responsible agent. Interviewing can thus give access to the
‘social dialogue’ that marks the multiple subjectivities of an interviewee,
whether as a person living with AIDS (PLWA, the subject of Hassin’s
research), as an individual audience member watching an AIDS text
(Tulloch and Lupton, 1997: ch. 10), or as a television professional involved
in making that text. Equally, ethnography can give access to the ‘thou-
sands of [other] living dialogic threads’ within the time/space co-ordinates
of a television production. Here many ‘speakers’ negotiate ‘voice’ through
a number of communication modes (writing, set design, lighting, directing,
acting, etc.), professional idiolects and time/space determinants.

Production, time/space and intertextuality

The implied audience of a popular television production must always be
conceived within commercial frames. But as this section will demonstrate,
there will always be other frames for implying audiences too. Soap opera
characteristically deals with medical and ‘social issue’ stories; consequently
these will also frame the narratives (e.g. how can we warn the young
audience about the new risks of needle-sharing?’). To see these implied
audiences at work, I have chosen to focus here on a soap opera AIDS story.

By the time of the study, ACP had been attracting high ratings for seven
years, and was soon to become Australia’s longest running drama series.
High ratings are, of course, the most central time/space co-ordinates of
commercial television. A successful prime-time show must penetrate as
many different cultural/demographic spaces as possible in order to aggre-
gate an audience; and it must maintain those ratings over time as other
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channels throw top-rating programmes against it (at this time, for example,
another commercial channel tried programming the very high-rating
American situation comedy The Cosby Show against ACP).

In the view of its executive producer, James Davern, ACP’s success as
‘the longest running serial in Australia’s history’ depended on

e [ts demographics: It was successful in attracting audiences across a
broad age-range from teenagers to over-65s by use of age-focused sub-
plots and characterization, so that whereas other temporarily
successful soap operas which were aimed at a younger audience (Sons
and Daughters) or older age groups (Carson’s Law) had been taken off
the air, ACP continued for over a decade.

e Its story line: This satisfied the voracious time demands of commercial
‘two hours a week’ television by way of its hospital drama (‘where sto-
ries just walk in the door’); but in addition a pastoral myth of
Australian space was incorporated — Davern believed that ‘in the sub-
conscious of every Australian there’s a yearning for the country. [. . .]
I decided to tap into that subconscious by setting the serial in a coun-
try town’ (Tulloch and Moran, 1986: 28).

® The budget allocated to writing: This attracted some of the best film,
stage and TV writers in Australia to script its ‘serious issues’ stories as
well as its romances.

o Its series/serial formula: Serial romances and ongoing daily events
(‘soap’) were woven through the formula of a weekly two-part (‘social
issues’) series; consequently throughout the industry — for example
with set designers, audio directors, floor managers, directors, actors,
etc., — ACP was seen as ‘quality soap’, calling for an especially high
professionalism.

However, at the time of producing its HIV / AIDS story, ‘Sophie’, ACP was
operating under the financial restrictions of the new Christopher Skase
management at Channel 7, reducing overtime at the studio. Further, a
drop in advertising revenues had, according to script editor Forrest
Redlich, necessitated more forward planning in order to produce tighter
storylines around the regular characters. The feeling in the production
team was that they had to work harder, and be more organized, to continue
to keep ACP’s market position. So master plans were now tighter, looking
annually for ‘a birth, a marriage or a death” to produce peak viewing fig-
ures in ratings periods. From these peak ratings plans, other stories — both
‘romantic/soapy’ and ‘social issues’ — could be hung.

‘Sophie’ was planned, as is typical of the soap genre, to ‘throw a span-
ner in the works’ (Redlich) of ACP’s most recent high-rating marriage,
between its resident surgeon, Terence Elliot, and the younger doctor, Alex
Fraser. As an open-ended genre, television soap opera is constantly desta-
bilizing ‘the marriage’, which Vladimir Propp described as the plenitude of
conventional narratives!; and in the case of ‘Sophie’ this was (as a result of
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the tighter plotting and master planning) tied in to the next high-rating
‘death’ as well. Sophie was Terence’s (occasionally seen) journalist daugh-
ter, a high-class/professional (‘Sloane Square’) junkie who clashed
(because of her habit, and because of their comparable ages) with Alex. ‘Q’
ratings had established wide audience approval of the Sophie/Terence
‘chemistry’, so a new story had been forward-planned over six months
prior to the writing of ‘Sophie’. This new episode was planned to further
destabilize the marriage by reintroducing Sophie, now a street-junkie.

However, as part of its ‘quality soap’ signature, ACP regularly took
advice from medical and social work ‘experts’; and here other time/space
co-ordinates became important. Sophie was planned to OD in Sydney’s red
light district, Kings Cross, after being involved in prostitution to support
her habit (this putting-Sophie-at-risk-in-the city narrative would mobilize
ACP’s familiar pastoral ideology, as Terence goes to the city to restore his
daughter to purer country ways). A Kings Cross social worker, Virginia
Foster, was consulted, and she converted the narrative into a ‘Third Wave’
AIDS storyline. Here the time/space co-ordinates of commercial televi-
sion met those of the medical profession.

Redlich: Heroin aside, we knew that Sophie was going to come back and throw a
spanner in the works. Because the audience wants [. . .] to see that kind of stuff
happening. So everything’s on a master plan. The content of the particular
episode comes through research [. . .] but the master plan was already there.?

The ‘master plan’ wove the complex marriage /death/new marriage serial
strands tightly around the regular characters (the episode ‘Sophie’, for
example, also had the task of building up the next big romance between
teenager Jo and the young doctor, Michael). ‘Research’ then accessed the
medical profession’s ‘Three Waves’ discourse, via social worker Virginia
Foster.

Foster: We help out the ACP team about once a year. [. . .] Sophie had to be written
out. [. . .] They were talking about ‘maybe the drug addict should die of an
overdose’, and I said, ‘Instead of doing that [. . .] why don’t you get rid of her
with AIDS because I'm really concerned about the amount of addicts we have
in this area who share needles, who prostitute themselves|[. . .] and maybe that
can get across to other people that [. . ] the disease [. . .] belongs to everybody’.
[. . .] And she was a female, because despite the educational material and the
brochures, I think a lot of people still have in their minds that it’s a homosex-
ual disease, and we’ve really got to get rid of that.

Previously Davern, despite pressure from the Australian Medical
Association (with whom the programme had good relations), had resisted
doing an HIV story until, as he put it to us, the ‘medical profession had got
its facts right” about AIDS in the heterosexual community. The Australian
series The Flying Doctors had already ‘done the gay prejudice story’, and
Davern was waiting for ‘a new angle’. ‘Expert’ discourse’s ‘Three Waves’,
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and a social worker’s routine daily concern about HIV spreading via pros-
titution into the general community, gave Davern his new angle. The
different time frames of commercial master plans and medical ‘expertise’
coalesced in inscribing their different audiences into the production’s
changing texts.

At this point, other texts and idiolects began to operate as Bakhtin’s

‘living dialogic threads’.

As a tough, former working-class boy from the Western Suburbs of
Sydney, Forrest Redlich had established as script editor of ACP a par-
ticular idiolect of ‘balancing stories’. In this case his sense of balance
was between ‘positive’ and ‘negative stories” about young people. He
was concerned to show that young people are not only subject to drug
addiction, but are also prey to other problems, such as structural
unemployment, being exploited at work by adults, and suffering
family breakdown. Because Australian mini-series were currently
attracting high ratings, the producers of ACP decided to do a ‘mini-
series’ (four-parter) with ‘Sophie’, instead of the usual two-parter;
consequently there was more space for Redlich’s ‘balancing stories’.
These included (as subplots) a young girl in her first job serving fast
food who is fired by her employer when she turns 18, but has the
courage and the (‘typical’ country) community support to fight for
her job (her victory thus ‘balancing’ Sophie’s loss); a group of perma-
nently unemployed young people with an alcohol problem who
inhabit the country squat where Sophie finally ODs and dies (thus
indicating that the country is not, after all, so pure); and a father who
deserts (and blames) his children while looking for his straying wife
(this story itself paralleling the back-story of Sophie abandoned as a
child by her father’s alcoholism after he ‘killed’ her young brother
David through misdiagnosis). So a number of parallel themes of drug
and alcohol addiction ‘balanced’, in Redlich’s view, the negative
‘young social outcast’ ideology of hopeless needle-sharers. These bal-
ancing themes embedded addiction in all age groups, in different
socio-economic conditions, and in country as well as city.

Writer Tony Morphett then drew on his own alcoholism back-story
and on stories he had heard at Alcoholics Anonymous to ‘bridge’
Sophie from ‘Sloane Square’ society addict to Kings Cross street-
junkie. He recalled a ‘respectable’ middle-class woman narrating at
AA her story of secret alcoholism, which continued until she experi-
enced a ‘derelict’ sitting on a park bench with his bottle. In this
woman’s wakened perspective, the old alcoholic had ‘come to terms’
with his addiction, and so, now, did she.

I was thinking about this lady as I was thinking about Sophie being sur-
rounded by people with high income levels. She went to the Cross to score
and saw a boy shooting up in an alley. And she said, ‘I realized that he’s
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come to terms with it, that he knew what was important.” It was a revela-
tion to her, and so she befriended the boy [. . .] Paul. Paul had been up at
a pub, just sold himself for 50 bucks, gone round the corner, bought his
little baggy, and shot up in the alley outside the place where he lived
because he really didn’t want to spend the time going up the stairs. And
this to Sophie was the revelation. This was the window into reality. [. . .]
This was the moment I was looking for, which turned the middle-class
society addict into the street-junkie. It was the embracing of the street-
junkie culture.

Via the Alcoholics Anonymous intertext, then, the economy of street
needle-sharing entered ‘Sophie’.

® Scripteditor Bill Searle was responsible for timing the script of ‘Sophie’
under Channel 7’s tighter studio regime. Episode 2 was running short,
and Searle filled this gap by drawing on one of Davern’s ideas (nar-
rated at an earlier script conference) about the need to legalize heroin.
Searle himself now wrote an extra ‘economy of AIDS’ scene. Here,
after Terence finds that Sophie is HIV positive, he makes the bemused
suggestion that legalizing heroin will break the nexus of the junkie
economy, and the hospital matron, Sloane, responds with shock.
Terence here is beginning to verbalize Tony Morphett’s description of
the street economy of needle-sharing as ‘about nothing except finding
the money [. . ] stealing the money, stealing the stuff to get the money,
to get the smack to put into your arm’.

In these ways the ACP AIDS story was transformed (in Elam’s sense of
selection and adaptation from various source texts into other written nar-
ratives; this contrasts with transcoding, which is the process of turning
written scripts into multi-camera video). The transforming process was via
a series of intertexts mobilized from within the different time/space co-
ordinates of commercial television, on the one hand, and of medical
‘expertise’ in the current history and epidemiology of AIDS, on the other.
In a continuous play of utterances and intertexts, new AIDS meanings and
narratives were then added to the production agenda as it was ‘performed’
through its own spaces and times. Moreover, the particular ‘balancing sto-
ries’ that were added in this process of transformation promised in their
different ways to challenge what Hassin has described as the dominant
ideology of junkies as social outcasts.

Being involved ethnographically with the production then gave me
access to the processing of that ‘promise’ through the later stages of
transcodifying the text.

¢ Some of these utterances stayed on the agenda. For example, the legal-
izing heroin story (which, however, created studio problems); and also
the paralleling of Terence’s alcoholism back-story with the father who
deserts his children.
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¢ Others were dropped. The teenage alcoholism/rural unemployment
story (which would have extended the ‘class/culture’ debate of
‘Sophie’) was edited out after recording because of timing pressure
and technical problems.

e  Still other utterances temporarily were lost during writing. For exam-
ple, Morphett’s handwritten story conference notes for a Kings Cross
scene which explicitly paralleled Terence’s former alcoholism with
Sophie’s drug habit were not reproduced in the actual script. But this
idea of a parallel was then reinscribed later in the transcoding process,
when the music director inserted a bell-tree ‘city sting’ musical motif in
the same scene in order to point up the parallel of Terence and Sophie’s
addiction.

This process of inclusion and exclusion is not fortuitous; but depends on
time/space-embedded competences and values of practice. Myths, mem-
ories and other narratives are woven in processually as intertexts (via AA
back-stories; via radio, TV and newspaper reports on AIDS’ “Three Waves’,
on structural unemployment, and on ‘McDonaldization’; via Time Magazine
stories of journalists on drugs and ‘the hippy trail’; via ‘expert’ psycholo-
gists” accounts of the ‘identities’, ‘causalities” and ‘casualties’ of modernity
that are supposedly determined by early socialization in the context of
marriage breakdown; via conventional pastoral contrasts of city and coun-
try). But their survival to-air depends also on professional values of
practice and utterance: the masking of main characters’ faces, for example,
in some of the young unemployed squat scenes as recorded which dissat-
isfied the director and ostensibly led to their exclusion; or the pastoral
contrast of ‘country’ oboe and ‘city’ bell-tree brought by the music com-
poser to the show. It is via these utterances (as intertexts) and idiolects that
the audiences for ‘Sophie” were inscribed in the to-air text.

A processual poetics of production

Our emphasis on a continuous play of utterances and intertexts as new
AIDS meanings and narratives wereadded to the production agenda indi-
cates that we need to rethink television communication in terms of process.
‘Process’ was, of course, the term given to the version of communication
theory that dominated American ‘effects’ studies, with their particular
emphasis, as Alasuutari notes in his Introduction, on the harmful effects of
mass media. This tradition has rightly been criticized (by both ‘first gen-
eration’ and ‘second generation’ reception analysis) for its ‘psychologizing’
tendency, its belief in a linear process of communication flow, and its
assumption of a passive audience.

How, then, can we reintroduce ‘process’ in ‘third generation’ studies? I
will start by considering one particular scene in the four parts of ‘Sophie’
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which actor Shane Porteous (Terence) had special difficulty with. It was the
extra scenebetween Terence and matron Sloane that script editor Bill Searle
had added after timing the early script at rehearsal. Director Leigh Spence
also had difficulty with this scene, taking (for him) the unusual step of
leaving the control room to change his camera angles on the studio floor.
Searle had been concerned at the time of writing this extra scene that

there is always the danger that it is going to look tacked on, that it is going to
look like a public service advertisement. But having seen it recorded [. . .] I
actually felt that it seemed to fit quite nicely, that this was an area of the
heroin/AIDS sijtuation that hadn’t actually been touched in the whole four
hours.

My ‘ethnographic’ difference from Searle here was that, as well as having
seen the scene after recording (during editing), I actually saw it being
recorded; and this gave me access to the strategies which production per-
sonnel adopted to make the scene seem less tacked on. But why should
seeing these strategies-in-practice give me any extra analytical advantage
over simply exploring the final text?

In a useful piece of auto-critique, ‘Text Appeal and the Analysis
Paralysis’, Keir Elam has explored the ‘fatal glamour of textuality”’ (1989: 3)
embedded in much of the earlier structuralist work on the semiotics of per-
formance. As he argues, in this earlier semiotics, ‘it was unthinkable that
one might found a semiotics of anything without first, a priori, positing the
existence of [a] fully and autonomously textual object, subject to its own
canons of syntactic and semantic coherence, waiting to yield to the expert
semiologue his own cherished legibility” (1989: 3).

As with other ‘expert’ discourses, Elam is pointing here to the need to be
reflexive about our own. He quotes a theatre phenomenologist to argue
that the problem with his earlier semiotics was that in addressing perfor-
mance ‘as a system of codes [and so as text] it necessarily dissects the
perceptual impression theatre makes on the spectator [. . .] Thus the danger
of a [semiotic] approach [. . .] is that one is apt to look past the site of our
sensory engagement with its empirical objects’ (1989: 7).

Since, as I am arguing, production is a continuous time/space play of
intertext and utterance, ‘spectator” here can be taken to refer to television
professionals as themselves ‘audiences’ for other texts. Elam implicitly
criticizes his own earlier work for segmenting the multilayered perfor-
mance text when he argues that ‘we are still too tightly tied to the old
structuralist notion of performance as a textual layer structure, as the fin-
ished product of the interaction of codes, waiting for the big knife to
descend and cut up the slices’ (1989: 10).

While Elam'’s earlier notion of the semiotic density of performance offers
a useful map into a production, it clearly does not provide a theory; and I
agree with him that a ‘decisive and far-reaching change in analytical par-
adigm and, by the same token, in analytical object’ (1989: 11) is needed.
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What we require, in my view, is not so much a textual as a rhetorical approach to
the theatrical event, concerned no longer with levels but with strategies, and
thus less with the product than with the production. (Elam, 1989: 11)

What Elam is getting at here is important; because it is concerned with the
strategies that Shane Porteous and Leigh Spence adopted at the site of their
sensory engagement with the empirical objects of performance. A rhetori-
cal approach to the text concerns itself with strategies of persuasion, and
therefore with the values of practice of the director who changes his
camera angles or of the actor who adapts his performance rationale or
style. In other words, the analytical advantage of this approach is in the
reading of the text at the production/performance ‘implied audience’
moment rather than at the ‘actual audience’ level (though this, of course,
can benefit by a ‘processual poetics’ too).

Clearly, this preference for a “processual poetics of production” rather
than with text as ‘theoretical object’ does call, as Elam says, for ‘adequate
(preferably direct) access to production material’ (1989: 23). And as Elam
also says, the processes of transforming and transcodifying a narrative
source text can be traced as usefully to ‘dramatist or director or designer or
actor: what matters are not the sources of the processes but the processes
themselves’ (1989: 23).

Elam’s own interest is with theatre, and particularly with plays that
themselves emphazise ‘a processualizing of the production” in ‘the actual
rehearsal methods employed’ (1989: 13). My concern here with commercial
television takes a different slant, given its inherently naturalistic and ‘fin-
ished product’ conventions. Nevertheless, the emphasis on rhetorics and
strategies of persuasion in relation to acting and performance is equally
important in the television context — even though it is always necessary to
embed them within the global rhetorics and strategies of popular ratings
discourse rather than in the ‘alternative theatre practice’ which interests
Elam.

Directing strategies: Leigh Spence and Robert Meillon

As we will see in this section, the global rhetorics of popular television are,
while systematic, never homogeneous and uniform. For example, even
within one series, directors may differ significantly on which kind of global
rhetoric — “public service’ or ‘commercial’ — they work within. As television
personnel move backwards and forwards between the different framing
extremes (the public service ideal, and the commercial rating) which have
marked Western television until recently, they carry with them character-
istic values of practice. So even within either one or other of these
institutional contexts, different professional idiolects will be in operation -
sometimes even within the work of one director in one production.
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As a four-parter ‘mini-series’, ‘Sophie’ had two directors for its needle-
sharing AIDS story, instead of the usual pattern of one director per ‘issue’.
This gave me the opportunity to contrast different directorial embodi-
ments of the ‘memories” and other intertexts circulating in this show. To
focus the comparison I will describe two examples in ‘Sophie” when the
directors, Leigh Spence and Bob Meillon, each changed a camera angle on
set.

Spence changed his cameras for Searle’s Terence/Sloane scene ‘econ-
omy of needle-sharing’ scene.

What I originally planned was to work with Terence as foreground. [. . .] Alot of
the time it can work if you've got the dominant person foreground, that is
where your attention is. [. . .] But I realized [. . .] when I'd recorded it and looked
at it back, that the intent of the scene had gone the opposite way. So then I had
to rethink it. I kept the same actors’ moves, but I realized that you had to see this
man much more than the way I originally planned it. [. . .] In the visual form that
I shot first he was not dominant enough for the information that he was giving.
[...] It's the eyes you've got to see when those things are happening.

In Meillon’s case, his change of camera set-up was in a long Tony
Morphett-scripted scene of Terence and Sophie at Kings Cross. In this,
Terence finds his street-junkie daughter in her filthy Kings Cross flat, and
they retrace together her childhood and his alcoholism. Unusually for a
commercial soap opera, the producers had accepted the writer’s argument
that this 13-minute scene was sufficiently important to span, without cut-
ting to other scenes, the whole time period between two major commercial
breaks. Morphett felt that the standard ACP convention of ‘putting a story
aside and doing a scene somewhere else about something totally different
[...] instead of driving forward with your main story” had implications for
the intended audience.

It’s an impact problem. [. . .] You're losing momentum. Now this may, in fact,
make A Country Practice less threatening viewing. It may be that it creates a
sense of audience relief from a heavy story.

Morphett’s implied audience here was something of a ‘half-way house’,
replicating Channel 7 programming executives’ perception of ACP (and
indeed of Channel 7 itself) as a ‘half-way house’ between ‘the other com-
mercials’ (whose viewers needed ‘relief from a heavy story’) and the
state-funded ABC (‘where you are preaching to the converted’). In the case
of this Kings Cross scene, the producers also hedged their bets: they kept
Morphett’s long Terence/Sophie scene intact; but they made the characters
themselves travel (into an external park setting with a pretty fountain) in
order to give the audience some ‘relief’ from the ‘city-stress’ of Sophie’s
claustrophobic flat.

Meillon’s altered camera angle occurred during this scene, when Sophie
and Terence have returned from the park to her flat. Sophie reminds
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Terence of the death of her young brother, and he swings away to look out
of the window. She then speaks — to his back — of his desertion of her as a
child.

Meillon: That wasn’t a planned shot at all. It just happened. I was going to take that
shot as a two-shot through the window originally, and then I just happened to
look at the monitors while we were rehearsing and it suddenly struck me that
it looked much nicer this way. [. . .] It looked like he couldn’t face it; he had to
keep his back on it. I just liked the idea of one eye turning round but couldn't.

Actor Shane Porteous was the focus of the change of camera angle on each
occasion in the case of both directors” scenes I am describing. For Leigh
Spence it was ‘seeing his two eyes’ that counted; for Robert Meillon it was
‘the idea of one eye turning round but couldn’t’.

But what do these changes in rhetorical strategy by the two directors
signify? In the first place, they signify two quite different directing styles.
As producer Bruce Best put it, ‘you couldn’t get two more different
directors’.

Bob Meillon, the director of ‘Sophie’ 1 and 2, is a pragmatist. [.. .] He’s [. . .] very
conscious of the limitation of making two hours of television each week, He’s
been a television director for a very long time, and he has refined the thing so
that he can survive in person too. [. . .] He keeps some of himself in reserve all
the time, which, if you're a career director, is not such a bad way to go. He keeps
things simple. He’s an ex-cameraman and his shooting pattern is [. . .] very
straightforward. Leigh Spence, the director of ‘Sophie’ 3 and 4, on the other
hand, [. . .]is quite prepared to chop large bits off himself at any time. He has a
much more complex directorial style. [. . .] He tends to create mood through use
of pictures, whereas Bob [. . .] tends to keep the pictures very simple and lets the
drama tell the story.

Behind the personal differences, their different forms of commitment were
embodied in two distinctly different institutional backgrounds as televi-
sion professionals.

Anybody who’s been through the public broadcasting system [. . .] shoots basi-
cally the way Leigh does, plots his cameras the way Leigh does because that’s
the way we were all trained. You did everything in advance.

As Shane Porteous observed:

Bob Meillon comes to rehearsal with blank script. [. . .] Leigh Spence comes to
rehearsal with the script already marked with camera shots, in pencil. And Bob
will say, ‘Right, read it through and then move it’, do what you like virtually
[.. .] to the more experienced actors. But once we’ve moved it, he will then start
planning on paper the shots that he sees us moving ourselves into. In other
words, moving the cameras to catch us at the right moments. Leigh, on the
other hand, has already decided on a visual style and pace for that scene, and
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has worked out the moves for the characters in advance. So he gives us the
moves to fit in with his camera shots, and we respond to that. [. . .] Leigh always
gives you reasons for [. . .] making these moves: character reasons, motivation
reasons. It’s a different thing from finding your own way into it.

Leigh Spence: idiolects of public broadcasting

The difference between Spence’s public broadcasting background and
Meillon’s career path in commercial television (as cameraman then direc-
tor) led to two quite different rhetorical strategies when it came to directing
the actors. While Spence looked for an ensemble of performance within the
picture frame (and gave his actors their moves and motivations), Meillon
liked to establish an ensemble performance on the rehearsal floor, thus draw-
ing on his actors’ intratextual memories. In this and the following section
we will look at how these differences pointed up different emphases of
‘dialogic negotiation’, with producers and actors of the text.
Leigh Spence told Bruce Best and Bill Searle at the script meeting that

the style that I wanted to do in ‘Sophie’ [. . .] was not so much faces, faces. It had
to be more in a sort of ensemble playing of it. That means visually you have to
block the actors so that you're seeing two or three of them and you're getting all
the reactions, rather than just getting one reaction, and then somebody else’s.

It was for this reason of ensemble visual style that Spence framed the
Terence/Sloane ‘legalizing heroin’ scene the way he did initially, with the
two actors both on camera together. Shots of two characters in frame, or
often three characters in a triangular relationship, gave spatial depth to
Spence’s scenes, and, as he said, allowed an ‘ensemble playing of it’ where
the audience saw all the reactions together.

Spence especially foregrounded ‘emotion visually’. For example, his
camera style for the graveyard sequence after Sophie’s death was planned
and shot as one continuous steadicam shot. This started from a position
high on a ramp from which (taking advantage of an unscheduled pre-
breakfast shoot to catch the mist rising in a country churchyard)

you can look into the valley and see a beautiful morning forming with the still-
ness of the graveyard [. . .] all in one continuous shot. What I wanted was the
audience to get the loneliness of this man, and that’s why you go back wide, and
slowly just go further and further into his emotion as you come forward [. . .] in
almost three minutes of continuous moving around him.

Here Spence directed Katrina Sedgwick (Sophie) to read her last letter (as
she became once again the journalist who ‘could have been on the front
cover of Time’) in a flat, unemotional voice, because, as he put it: ‘I thought,
being a journalist, she would read it as a journalist, without emotion, as
just a reportage of what she had written’. The emotion of the scene was to
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be carried neither by her voice nor by Shane Porteous’ acting as he reads
the letter over her gravestone, but by the camera.

I'thoughtI could express his emotionvisually [. . .] The emotion comes from the
camera and Terence’s stillness, not showing emotion. IthoughtI could lead the
audience emotionally into it.

‘Leading the audience emotionally’ via his advance plotting of camera
framing and movement was Spence’s idiolectal signature as director. He
interpellated his implied audience by always precise use of space, camera
and positioning of actors. For example, rehearsing an OB scene on the
veranda at Camelot, he asked Shane Porteous (Terence) and Di Smith
(Alex) to move to the corner of the veranda as Terence begins to admit how
much he has hurt Alex by bringing Sophie home. On Terence’s words,
‘And then, having got her away from there, to find I was too late’, Spence
asked them to move to the very spot on the veranda where they had pro-
posed in an earlier episode. Spence was interpellating (calling up)
long-term viewer memory here, creating a subtextual relationship of ten-
sion which Terence and the viewer alike are reaching for.

Spence: If people got the connection, they got it, and if they didn't it is not a worry.
[. . .] That's what I call working on a subtext. If you can use those sort of
things that may trigger someone who does remember, they’re getting more
out of it. [. . .] I do it because of the subtlety.

Spence here deliberately called up intratextual (fan) memory by way
of planned camera positioning and character moves. With a director so
planned and precise in his control of the text, it therefore came as a surprise
to see him suddenly leave the control room in the middle of recording the
Terence/Sloane scene. Clearly something had intervened to interrupt his
normal planned process and his ensemble framing style. By interviewing
Spence afterwards, it was possible to ascertain that something in fact had
changed after he had blocked this scene ‘in absolute detail’.

Spence: 1 thought it was a preachy scene until I heard something on the news a
couple of nights before which really pointed that scene up as real to me. [. . .]
Because then I realized what he was saying was a lot moreimportant[. . .] than
I originally thought. That influenced what I did with the cameras.

What Spence had heard was an item discussing junkie culture and the
legalization of heroin. Again we can see how the meanings of ‘Sophie’
were constructed intertextually. A radio programme, heard between
rehearsal and recording, led the director to do what he very seldom did -
change his forward camera plotting. What had seemed a preachy scene
that Spence was going to pay little attention to suddenly became ‘real’; and
the director reached immediately for television’s convention for repre-
senting ‘real emotion”: close-ups of the ‘two eyes’. Bill Searle’s ‘legalizing
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heroin’ scene was given extra visual pointing by Spence’s signalling it
visually as (for him) an unusual scene, shot not entirely in ensemble style
but with more ‘faces, faces’.

In this case the intertextual relation changed the camera style; but in the
graveyard scene the camera style actually led to a loss of intertextual ref-
erence. This scene, which writer Judy Colquhoun regarded as ‘the
favourite thing I've written in the last 15 years’, embedded Sophie’s death
in much larger (Time Magazine) narratives of ‘innocent men mown down in
the street’, ‘famine’ and ‘sadists in colonels’ uniform’. Again the intention
was to ‘balance’ the junkie-as-‘social outcast’ ideology ~ on this occasion
via the voices of the ‘responsible journalist’. However, the producer’s own
implied audience (and time pressure on the episode during editing) led to
Spence’s scene (and Colquhoun’s favourite words) being cut.

Best: I gave very specific briefing on that scene at the director’s meeting. I wanted
that shot very simply [. . .] because when you've got words which are as
moving as the ones that Judy wrote [. . .] there’s no point in getting tricksy
[with the pictures] because the words themselves are saying everything, [. . .]
And with the three minutes ten of screen time [. . .] I had a lot of warning bells
ringing. [. . .] I was having trouble right from the word go working out how we
were going to convince the audience to hang in. It worried me that it was a
little indulgent, the length of it, the style of it.

Powerrelations are clearly articulated in television production, and the pro-
ducer’s implied audience (who, in his view, would find this style
‘indulgent’) prevailed over the director’s.

In the Searle ‘legalizing heroin’ scene it was a radio intertext which led
to a change in visual style during production. In contrast, in Colquhoun’s
Time Magazine graveyard scene it was the producer’s utterance (during
editing) that the scene as shot was ‘a lot closer to radio than television’
(because Shane Porteous’ face was not emoting) which established a key
rhetorical strategy for cutting it. Keeping the audience ‘hanging in’ is
nearly always the most important of commercial television’s implied audi-
ence rhetorics, and it was the fear of this audience switching channel that
ultimately determined the producer’s decision.

Bob Meillon: ‘feeling’ for serial memories

In the process of television production, implying audiences is not simply a
matter of producer/director negotiation (as in the case of Bruce Best and
Leigh Spence). It is also an issue between director and actors. In this section
we will look at the way in which a more ‘commercial” director negotiates
with his actors, and the way in which the latter negotiate their parts via
programme and personal memories. It is through these that the actors
‘feel’ their relationship with their audience (e.g. whether ‘too preachy’ or
whether using programme memory so that ‘for the first time viewers have
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been able to see that Terence can remember life with his son David with
warmth and affection’).

Bob Meillon described his personal style as ‘a pretty close concern for
the actor’. As Di Smith (Alex) said, ‘With Bob you end up coming in with
a much firmer idea of what you want to do, and Bob will work with you.’
Katrina Sedgwick (Sophie) said that she ‘particularly enjoyed the very
long scene with Terence’” which Tony Morphett had scripted and fought
for:

Sedgwick: We moved it ourselves, just whatever felt most natural. [. . .] .And how it
felt to us was how we did it. The thing of Terence being at the window and me
talking all this stuff to his back. [. . .] Shane and I just did it. And how it felt to
us was how they taped it, which was great. [. . .] If he’d been looking at her
[...]I don’t think she would have had the strength to say it to him face-to-face.
But because his back was to her she was able to deliver this really very telling
piece.

Porteous: 1 didn’t plan it a great deal. We moved it in rehearsal. The moves seemed
to work. Bob gave us the opening frame in this particular one [. . .] and that’s
all he gave us and from then on we did it —a combination of following the big
print[. . .] and our positioning round the set. The way we were workingall the
moves just seemed to flow naturally.

It was this kind of ‘natural acting’ (rather than ‘indulgent’ directorial style)
that the producer was looking for in the graveyard scene. But unlike
Spence, in this case Morphett won his argument to keep a long scene,
because Best’s fears for the audience ‘hanging in” were met in part by
transferring some of the scene outside, and partly by the ‘natural flow” of
the acting.

Acting that ‘just flows naturally’, of course, has to be worked for.
Listening to Porteous and Sedgwick describing their acting strategies in
this scene brought to my attention two distinct kinds of memory that were
being called up to provide the actors with preparatory rhetorics for their
performance.

Acting strategies: intratextual memory

Soap operas characteristically weave current ‘social issues’ themes (like
gay relationships, AIDS, teenage suicide, etc.) within their serial ‘romance’
strands. There are always ‘more’ of the latter than the former, so contro-
versial issues (like gay sex) can generally first be ‘tried out’ in less central
relationship strands and dropped if proven to be unpopular with signifi-
cant numbers of viewers. Further, in a series/serial format like ACP’s,
social issues are bracketed within (usually) single-week two-part series.
Thus an actor has little time to construct an acting ‘memory” on which to
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base her or his performance. In contrast, the serial (romance/relationship)
strands which are central to soap opera as a genre provide the actor with
detailed memories.

The importance of these detailed memories was clear in Shane Porteous’
preparation for Bob Meillon’s long Terence/Sophie scene. As a long-term
actor with ACP, Porteous may not always plan ahead his physical moves,
but he is meticulous in forward planning his shifts of emotional mood.

What I enjoyed about that long segment was the range of emotion and topics
that we go through in the one scene. They really do connect Sophie and Terence
[. . .] and they learn the good bits about each other from that. For the first time
viewers have been able to see that Terence can remember life with his son David
with warmth and affection, and without going through angst. It’s only when
Sophie actually brings up the time of David’s death that he finds it difficult to
cope. [. . .] Sophie had already touched on the David theme and [. . .] Terence
turned away to try to look anywhere else than [. . .] at Sophie because it was a
painful area. He didn’t want her to see what he was thinking. Then when she
said, ‘Am I saying that I'm a junkie because my father left home,” I turned back
to her because Terence thought this was getting back to what she wanted to talk
about - she had to say ‘No, of course not.” But then she said, 'No, when David
went away, I went away’. And Terence suddenly realizes what he’s done, and
again, for the same reason, has to turn away rather than face her, and make an
excuse of looking out the window, looking down at the street beneath.
Gradually what she’s saying — about how she found him slumped in the chair
with the whisky bottlebeside him — just impinges. He has to listen, and he has to
learn fromit [. . .] She reveals that she saw he was no longer there then, and felt
thatat the time as a little girl. And so there was the shame, humiliation, Terence
realizing that he’d been discovered with his defences down, with his lack of
caring hanging out there in the open. [. . .] And eventually the scene ends with
the recognition of what he’s done and a plea to see if there’s anything there with
the relationship between them that they can save — a little bit of the little girl who
was there, a little bit of the father that was left to take home.

The camera style, with far more full-frame close-ups than Meillon nor-
mally used, followed the acting here; and Porteous’ series of mood changes
drew deeply on his intratextual memory of Terence within the history of
the show:

withdrawing into myself as Terence, which has long been a habit of Terence.

[T]here were more memories of David, because the death of David had been
established as Terence’s béte noire for years.

This performance memory among the regular actors works naturalisti-
cally out of the long history of the programme, and it is this that allows the
‘career director who's very conscious of the limitations of making two
hours of television a week’ to work the way he does and get the show in on
time. In this way, drawing on performance memory, the regular actors
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helped the director meet the increasingly tight studio time constraints of
the programme.

In contrast, the ‘legalizing heroin’ scene between Terence and Matron
Sloane which Porteous found so hard to act did not have serial memory
behind it. Porteous thus only knew where the scene fitted in ‘objectively’
(but not subjectively) for Terence.

By that stage there had been some sort of reconciliation between Terence, Alex
and Sophie, and he has allowed himself to think about what he has experienced
over the last few weeks. He has worked through his personal feelings about this,
and is coming up with a more objective judgement, if you like, on what is hap-
pening with society in general as far as heroin, or any illegal drugs of addiction,
are concerned. And he comes to the conclusion that it should be legalized, that
there are no real alternatives [. . .] because it’s just not working driving it under-
ground because that’s where the crime comes in. That’s where corruption goes
right through the system, and where the victims are not only victims of addic-
tion, they're victims of law and society. He sort of thinks that through.

But even though he knew ‘objectively’ what Terence was thinking, Porteous
found it hard to act the scene as anything other than ‘an aside’. This was
because, Porteous said, ‘it was a scene that really didn’t affect the relation-
ship with Sophie and Alex. It was an aside, if you like, to Matron Sloane.
Consequently, he had not ‘planned an attack on that particular scene’ as he
had with Morphett’s long Terence/Sophie discussion. Unlike this latter
scene, he had not prepared the ‘grading of the changes and the variations in
attitude to the other characters’. The result was that the ‘legalize heroin’
scene, as performed by Porteous (and as initially perceived by Spence) was
preachy (in terms of acting naturalism), despite the director’s reframing,

Given the very tight ‘two hours a week’ schedule of production, it was
the serial performances in the programme — the Sophie/Terence/ Alex rela-
tionships of Forrest Redlich’s developing master plans — which got priority
over the series (social issues) rhetorics and strategies. Consequently, to
flesh out these ‘social problem’ performances, actors frequently resorted to
personal memories.

Acting Strategies: personal memory

The dominant tradition of training for actors in the West is still
Stanislavskian naturalism. As the Artistic Director of the Royal
Shakespeare Company, Adrian Noble, recently said:

The Britishacting tradition [. . .] has absorbed [. . .] Stanislavsky and [. . .] empa-
thy, finding that in you that could inhabit the character, so the character becomes
part of you, and you become part of the character. (Noble, 1996, interview).
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In the luxury of a high culture production (with plenty of rehearsal time), as
in Noble’s own 1995/6 direction of The Cherry Orchard atthe RSC, actors may
thus be encouraged to do improvisatory work investigating their childhoods.
Kate Duchéne, who played Varya in Noble’s The Cherry Orchard, said,

We did lots of exercises like that, which is based on a Stanislavsky method.
[...JHesaid ‘[. . .] these two chairs are a doorway, when you feel like it just
come into a room that you loved as a child’. [. . .] All those exercises about emo-
tional responses to your own and your character’s past are Stanislavsky-based
(Duchéne, 1996, interview).

In ‘two hours a week’ television (with just one day of rehearsal time), there
is no time for Stanislavskian improvisatory exercises. But actors conven-
tionally reach for their training anyway, and draw on their own personal
narratives. Intratextual memory and personal memory are, then, similar-
but-different conduits ‘to your own and your character’s past’, of ‘the
character becoming you, and you becoming the character’.

Katrina Sedgwick, for example, felt that she now knew Sophie much
more closely and successfully than in her previous appearance in ACP.

The way I'm approaching the character is ‘if I had done that'. [. . .] She realizes
that the heroin addiction has come through her own experiences. But I think she
does blame him for leaving the family, because he had no right to do so. I mean,
myself, personally, I've had a situation in my family where my parents divorced
when I was very young, and I still harbour resentment to him in all that. [. . .] So
certainly, when I abused Terence, I could understand why [. . .] I mean, I don’t
feel the same sort of anger that she feels towards ker father, but, yeah, there is
quite a lot of me in it because I know what it is like to suddenly not have a
parent there. And I can relate to the stepmother thing as well, because my
mother got married to a stepfather. And so there’s an alien figure coming in and
taking away the attention of a single parent.

While not drawing on childhood memory, like Sedgwick, Di Smith also
emphazised that her personal experiences had deeply informed her per-
formance.

Even having seen that long scene [between Terence and Sophie] and how it all
worked out and how much we felt for the father/daughter, I still personally
believed so strongly that Alex is right. [. . .] She is a totally innocent party, and
yet it’s affecting her life. [. . .] With AIDS and with heroin that’s what happens,
as anyone knows, like me, who's had their home robbed by a junkie who needs
to sell the video up the pub. [. . .] Thereis a big personal element in this for me.
It was so satisfying to play because a friend of mine touched into the smack area
over last Christmas, and came to me and told me. So then you find yourself in
the position of saying [. . .] ‘Well, why did she tell me? Does she want me to stop
her? Or what? And as with the whole Sophie thing [of robbing Alex] you don’t
know what to believe. [. . .] My house got robbed about two weeks after she told
me. The thought immediately sprung into my mind that it could have been
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her. And then I went, ‘Oh God, what a horrible thing to think’. That’s what I
mean - it had nothing to do with me personally, yet it had a profound effect on
me personally. Alex’s situation is worse, but it’s the same thing.

Di Smith here drew on her own personal experience and memory of being
touched by the economy of drug addiction. She also drew on her early
days as a student. Talking over her scenes with Katrina Sedgwick, Smith
became aware that Alex’s hard-line attitude to Sophie depended in part on
their similarity:

It’s not inconceivable that Alex would have taken to drugs had different things
happened to her. [. . .] She went to Sydney University. She travelled overseas.
She’s not an idiot. She ran around with a lot of wealthy friends, and so I'm sure
she would have come across heroin at some stage. I know I have personally. So
there’s no reason at all why she shouldn’t have at least the amount of knowledge
about the drug as I do. So I gave Alex that, and that underpins her hard-line atti-
tude about the whole thing.

With Shane Porteous too, personal memory played a part in the long
Terence/Sophie scene, in addition to his ready recourse to the serial
memory of the programme.

Morphett had Sophie talking about ‘remember that house we had in Roseville?’
Now in fact I used to live in Roseville and, because I nearly always act in
images, I was able to just call up an image of the house that I actually, personally
Shane Porteous, lived in in Roseville. I made what Sophie called a study — not in
fact a study because I didn’t have one, but I had a little veranda that I used to do
artwork on out the front of the house — my reference point to that, and imagined
that. I knew what door she was coming through to see me sitting in that chair,
even though at that time, being very poor, I didn’t have anything like a leather
armchair to sit in. But I'[. . .] had a quite strong image of her coming from the
bedroom that my actual daughter lived in in those days, walking through the
house and seeing me in that thing. So I was able to [. . .] think of those images
which fitted in so well with what Morphett had written for Sophie to say.

In addition, Porteous used a photograph of his own daughter when
Terence is being shown pictures by the Kings Cross social worker of street
kids who have ODd and died while still in their early teens. The narratives
of personal memory are often very strong and very personal in the ‘inter-
nalized’ naturalism of Stanislavskian acting.

Strategies of persuasion

Our rhetorical approach to performance tries to examine the process through
which, as Elam puts it, narrative source texts are transformed or transcoded.
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(1) In a ‘processual poetics’ of performance, this emphasis on rhetorical
strategies can focus on any point of the production process. It can, for
example, look at the way in which a ‘quality soap’ reading formation chan-
nels a writer’s transformation of a two-page plot synopsis into ‘Sophie’
episode 1 by way of rhetorical moves around popular and high cultural
intertexts like The Brady Bunch and Shakespeare. Tony Morphett drew on
The Brady Bunch when drawing on his own personal memories as a step-
father to emphasize the ‘quality’ of ACP.

I have two stepchildren from my wife’s first marriage, and my wife has three
stepchildren from my first marriage, so I've been through that stepping situation
[that Alex faces] a lot. And it’s always seemed to me that in drama it's been
either ignored or sentimentalized in the way that, say, The Brady Bunch senti-
mentalizes it.

Here Morphett tests the ‘sentimentalism’ of popular culture against the
‘reality” embedded in his own memories. In this case Morphett feels his
own hard-lived personal narratives and back-stories make ‘Sophie’ more
real (but also therefore more marketable to a new generation of what he
called ‘stepping-syndrome’ parents) than the sentimentalizing texts of
American popular television. This ‘lived experience’ is one of his rhetori-
cal markers of ‘quality’ soap (which is at the same time marketable soap).

On the other hand - but again to justify ACP as ‘quality soap’ —
Morphett reached for high culture to support Redlich’s ‘balancing stories’
as well as ACP’s ‘laughter and tears’ formula:

It’s absolutely axiomatic that the subplot ought to be related to, or in parallel in
some way, the main plot. [. . .] You can see it working in [. . .] Othello where [. . ]
you have jealousy played out on all levels.

Obviously the medical story, the life and death story, tends to be on the heav-
ier side, and then you have the comedy side with the ‘rude mechanicals’ [. . .]
Bob, Cookie and Esmie. But this is a very long-standing tradition. [. . .] The
Shakespeare plays with the best comedy in them [. . .] tend to be the tragedies
(like] King Lear. [. . .] It's always been used by writers [. . .] in the English tra-
dition [. . .] to almost disarm the audience in preparation for the heavy
moments.

Morphett’s worry, on the one hand, that ACP’s commercial tendency for
short scenes, and ‘cutting away’ to comedy, reduces the ‘drive’ of its seri-
ous messages, and his taking comfort, on the other hand, that this formula
has a tradition going back to Shakespeare, are part of the dialogic process
Hassin describes ‘in which the speaker negotiates his/her voice’. Quite
clearly, commercial TV professionals like Morphett negotiate this voice by
way of implied audiences. Morphett works through this professional writ-
ing concern by talking of ‘losing momentum’ with the audience, on the
one hand (a prime mistake in commercial TV), but of creating ‘a sense of
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audience relief’, or disarming ‘the audience in preparation for the heavy
moments’ (a prime quality in Shakespeare), on the other. As with the ear-
lier combining of reference to The Brady Bunch with his own implied
‘stepping-syndrome’ audience, intertexts and implied audiences are the
‘living dialogic threads’ of this negotiation of voice. Watching and inter-
viewing a television writer reveals the way in which being both a ‘quality’
writer and a ‘commercial’ writer establishes a dialogic negotiation of voice
similar to that described by Hassin in her HIV interviews. In the case of
the television writer, both the implied audience which must ‘hang in’ (i.e.
not switch channel) and the implied audience that is opened up to the
‘real’ stepping syndrome or the ‘real’ junkie culture negotiate his writing
voice.

(2) But as well as this negotiation of subjectivities in any one TV profes-
sional (at any one moment of the processual ‘flow’ of production),
Bakhtin’s understanding of ‘theliving utterance’ as ‘an active participant
in a social dialogue’ also requires analysis of the ‘socially specific environ-
ment’ — the overall institutional time/space co-ordinates — that the writer
works and contends with.

So as well as examining particular points of the process of transforma-
tion — from in-house master plans, through the script of ‘Sophie’, to actors’
use of memory in performance, and ultimately to producers’ rhetorics of
inclusion and exclusion during editing — an analysis of rhetorical strategies
needs to focus also on the overall relationship of transformation to
transcodification. Here further institutional rhetorics (the ‘complex visual
signature’ of public broadcasting trained directors; the ensemble rehearsal
style of a commercial director; the implied audience of a producer who
worries whether it will ‘hang in” for ‘three minutes ten” of ‘radio with pic-
tures’) call up particular rehearsal, performance, camera and editing styles.

In the end, despite Morphett and others’ play between ‘serious’ and
‘soap’ audiences, the ‘commercial’ audience (as implied in Bruce Best'’s
cutting of the funeral scene) does tend to prevail. The ‘Sophie’ story pro-
vided another very simple illustration of this. As social workers involved
with ‘Sophie’ pointed out, Sophie herself was too old to represent the
street-junkies ‘out there’, since these tend to OD much younger (so there is
a distinct age disparity between Sophie, as Terence’s daughter, and the
photograph of actor Shane Porteous’ own daughter that the on-screen
social worker shows Terence). But commercial considerations were more
important: the street-junkie/needle-sharing HIV story was primarily there
to ‘throw a spanner in the works’ of marriage/death ratings-designed
master plans. Consequently, the age of Sophie was already pre-determined;
so to try to meet the problem of street-junkie age, Sophie was given a
younger partner, Paul. But Paul (via the bell-tree music motif, and via his
insertion as the city ‘villain’ in this country pastoral) was constructed, for
the most part, within the dominant ideology of needle-sharer as social
outcast. Thus the programme itself negotiated its voice: between the ‘good’
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and ‘outcast’ needle-sharers Sophie and Paul; and to a limited extent
within Paul himself (as in one scene Paul narrates his own memory of
parental desertion, and thus Redlich’s ‘balances’ are once again invoked).

We have seen that memories are important as strategies of persuasion at
several levels; intra-diagetically (as in the case of Paul’s memory), and
intratextually — both for the audience (Leigh Spence’s calling up of fan
memory), and for the actor (Bob Meillon’s reliance on actors’ intense intra-
textual and personal memory). Here, too, the ‘commercial’ (soap-)oriented
memory tends to prevail. Actors have no difficulty with this. What they do
seem to find difficult is finding working rhetorics which help them
embody social issues that lie outside the ‘serial’ interpersonal relation-
ships embodied in the master plans. Actors’ memories can and do relate to
broader societal issues. But the point is that the serial master plans seldom
encourage them to do so; and their resort in that situation tends to be to
personalized memories, to ‘acting in images’, as Shane Porteous puts it.
Specific ‘social problems’ are opened up and closed off in one block (usu-
ally in the space of one week; unusually, in the ‘mini-series’ ‘Sophie’, over
two weeks), while the serial romances continue. Consequently actors’ posi-
tioning of their characters in a broader social context tends to be episodic —
as, in Porteous’ ‘legalizing heroin” example, ‘an aside’.

The conventional competences and values of practice within commer-
cial television that lead in this direction are especially evident during
editing, when an episode is often under time pressure (as in the case of
Best’s cutting of the graveyard scene). Another example here was Bob
Meillon’s preference to cut some of the ‘young lovers’ (Michael/Jo) hospi-
tal material in order to get his episode in on time; only to be told that this
subplot was needed because it was seeding the next romance - and the
next high-rating ‘marriage’. In contrast, there was little or no resistance to
Leigh Spence dropping the teenage alcohol subplot. A legitimating rhetor-
ical move here was that the teenage alcohol story ‘deserves a story to
itself’. And sometimes it gets one. But the result is that the social com-
plexity of drugs, unemployment and young people is separated out into
discrete and temporally distinct narratives, which audiences see far apart,
if at all. The possibility for an audience making more complex and layered
connections such as Sophie’s ‘youthful” addiction being read in the context
of adult (Terence’s) alcoholism, and/or the unemployed youths’ alco-
holism being read in the context of structural unemployment, tends thus to
be lost.

We can see how this operates by drawing again on Elam’s analysis of
the transformation and transcodification of the narrated source text. He
points to canonical procedures via which the narrated locations of the
source narrative may be ‘shown forth’ in the mimetic spaces of drama: by
selection and reduction; by identification; by symbolization; by ellipsis.

All of those strategies are present in ‘Sophie’, where the world of ‘Third
Wave’ AIDS (i.e. the notion of transmission from the ‘Second Wave’ epi-
demic in needle-sharing to the broader heterosexual community):
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¢ isselected and reduced to the pastoral of ‘country/city’ (rather than,
say, to the economy of addiction, whether in country or city);

® isidentified as ‘risk environments’ (Kings Cross), with ‘at-risk groups’
(street-junkies) and ‘risk demonology’ (needle-sharing);

® is thus symbolized as the ‘menacing’ Kings Cross and the ‘nice bright’
or ‘lyrical’ country (carried by the varying idiolects of set design, light-
ing, music and sound which emphasize the dingy, squalid
mise-en-scéne of the city and the ‘sun-drenched’ but also ‘threatened’
farmhouses of the country).

Finally, by a process of ellipsis (carried by a range of professional idiolects
and channels) the spaces covered in the country—city—country journeys in
‘Sophie’ are reduced to the ‘dramatic conflict’ between positive human
potential (conveyed by Sophie’s attempt once back in the country to return
to journalism — represented by Colquhoun'’s Time Magazine letter) and the
terminal invasion of the city-as-AIDS (by the ‘social outcast’ Paul). Thus, in
part 4, when Paul journeys to the country to see Sophie (and help her
finally OD), he signifies (with his bell-tree sound effect accompaniment)
the earlier-narrative spatial closure of the Kings Cross flat, and the later-
narrative spatial closure of that other dingy space, the squat, where Sophie
will OD and die.

Indication that the ‘spaces’ of ‘Sophie’ were reduced for some viewers in
this way (once the unemployed rural youth who inhabited the squat were
edited out) is provided by the fact that the music scorer, Rhys Rees, did not
realize that this dingy country squat where Sophie died was not ‘back in
thecity” when he first saw the off-line edit of ‘Sophie’. The same was true
of many young people to whom we screened ‘Sophie’ in our audience
study (Tulloch and Lupton, 1997: ch. 10) Without the ‘unemployed kids’
subplot which initially introduced this squat as ‘country’, the squat’s sig-
nifiers (heroin, bell-tree, squalor, chiaroscuro) all read ‘city’.

The opportunity to embed an ‘economy of needle-sharing’ reading in
city and country was thereby lost. In our audience study there was a sig-
nificant shift (from 29 per cent to 50 per cent for boys, and 21 per cent to
39 per cent for girls) in the ‘yes’ responses to a ‘should heroin be legalized’
question in pre- and post-screening questionnaires. But hardly anyone (in
over 1,000 senior high school students) focused on the economy of needle-
sharing in giving their reasons for this shift in attitude. Although 20 per
cent of senior high school students in our audience survey said (in an
open-ended question about ‘what they particularly liked in the episode’)
that they liked the realistic view of street life, only 1 per cent said that
they liked the ‘legalize heroin” aspect, and only 1 per cent tied the problem
of street life into socio-economic issues.

Selection and reduction, identification, symbolization and ellipses
were all powerful rhetorical strategies in transcodifying space in the to-
air text of ‘Sophie’. In contrast, Terence’s utterance about the legalization
of heroin really had little space to construct a diagetic ‘out there’ (linking



176 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

with other discourses — of age, class and region — that embedded addic-
tion in its broader culture and economy), or indeed an ‘in here’ (among
the master-planned interpersonal acting spaces of ACP). It was, as
Porteous said, no more than ‘an aside to matron Sloane’. As such its
‘rhetoric” was exposed; and because it had little discursive and rhetorical
space — textually (via identification and symbolization), intratextually
(as actors’ character-memory), or extratextually (as either personal
memory or, as broader socio-cultural context) — it was ‘preachy’, which
was why the director (working through his own radio intertext) changed
his camera angles.

Conclusion

Television production works with a whole range of concepts of its audi-
ence. As Alasuutari says in the Introduction to this book, ‘there isn't really
such a thing as the “audience” out there; one must bear in mind that audi-
ence is, most of all, a discursive construct produced by a particular analytic
gaze’.

Even within the production process, ‘audiencing’ means many different
kinds of ‘analytic gaze’. These may be demographic: maintaining audience
‘spread’ by way of characterization and storylines. They may be grossly
quantitative, as in overall ratings; or focused quantitative, such as the ‘Q
ratings which brought Sophie and Terence back together. They may be
intuitively qualitative, as in the sense of ACP (and the channel that
screened it) being a ‘half-way house’ between the ABC and the ‘other com-
mercials’. The implied audience is sometimes seen as subject to the
‘hypodermic needle’ of television (requiring the ‘driving forward momen-
tum’ of single-minded drama to accept a ‘heavy’ message). At other times
the implied (‘stepping-syndrome’) audience is seen as ready to switch on
if provided with something ‘more real’ than the ‘sentimentalizing’ Brady
Bunch. Sometimes the implied audience is invested with the competencies
of a high culture/class habitus, amenable to the ‘different layers’ of
Shakespeare. And at other times again, the implied audience is constituted
with ‘fan” competences of popular culture, as in Leigh Spence’s positioning
of Terence and Alex in their betrothal spot.

Further, in the audience-at-risk field, there was Virginia Foster’s implied
audience (for her Sophie was too old, since the needle-sharing/prostituting
kids she dealt with were much younger); and there was also James
Davern’s implied audience of kids ‘about to shoot up once at a party’ who
might be deterred by watching ‘Sophie’.

Intertexts (popular and high cultural texts, AA back-stories, intratex-
tual memories, actors” personal childhood memories, student narratives
about heroin, ‘stepping-syndrome’ stories, social workers’ utterance
about the ‘Three Waves’ narrative of AIDS epidemiology, etc.) are used as
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routine utterances and practices in implying these audiences. These
become rhetoric’s framing practice, persuasion and identity in the every-
day life of television professionals. Through them television professionals
negotiate their voices as ‘living utterances” and ‘active participants in a
social dialogue’.

Clearly, ethnographic researchers can never be simply ‘neutral’ in this
process. They also ‘speak’ within the dialogic debate of the culture they are
describing. Observing director Leigh Spence, for example, I was not simply
a ‘fly on the wall’. When he suddenly left the control room to change his
camera angle, I was alerted that this was ‘unsymptomatic’ by the utterance
of producer Bruce Best (when he earlier described Spence’s BBC/ABC
training and practice). And when I carefully questioned Spence about the
‘reason’ for this unusual action, I myself was ‘spoken’ (as in my writing
here) by the cultural studies notion of intertextuality.

Similarly, our audience study inevitably (and so as a strategy, centrally
and reflexively) spoke with the utterances of the people who made
‘Sophie’: seeking out methodologies, for example, to ‘test’ Tony Morphett’s
question as to whether the HIV/AIDS needle-sharing (and other) mes-
sages are conveyed more ‘effectively’ by narratives that ‘cut away’ or
narratives that do not; or to test James Davern’s view that tying the needle-
sharing story to a regular, well-liked character like Terence would work
more effectively than an impersonal public service advertisement like “The
Grim Reaper’.

But inevitably, also, we structured our audience survey in the light of
academic discourse: using as a methodology, for instance, Elam’s empha-
sis on the importance of multi-channelled communication in ‘semiotically
thick’ texts; and also his emphasis on the ‘processual’ nature of perfor-
mance (e.g. the shift in communication channel - from writing to music -
of Morphett’s Sophie/Terence drug-addiction parallel).

We are no more able to escape Bakhtin’s ‘negotiation of voice’ in the
practice of research (and its understanding of ‘methodology’) than in the
practice of television production or the practice of being television audi-
ences. ‘Third generation’ audience analysis needs to be aware of all of
these layers of ‘analytic gaze’.

Notes

1. For a discussion of the ‘marriage under threat’ in soap opera, see Lovell
(1981).

2. All interviews with ACP production personnel, except where otherwise indi-
cated, were conducted by John Tulloch during the production study of ‘Sophie’ in
1988.
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TO BE AN AUDIENCE

Birgitta Hoijer

The focus of this chapter is on people’s notions or cognitions of them-
selves in their role as television audience. On the basis of research findings
it will be shown that we often carry several different audience identities
within us. The social and moral dilemmas of television audiencehood will
be discussed.

A meta-perspective on audiences

According to McQuail, the term ‘audience’ is not only shared between
media practitioners and theorists, but it has also ‘entered into everyday
usage, seemingly recognised by the media public as an unambiguous
description of themselves’ (1994: 283). Not necessarily unambiguous, we
all at least recognize that we talk about ourselves as viewers, listeners and
readers. We tell our friends that we usually fall asleep when we watch tele-
vision or that we only listen to the radio in the car, or that we need to hurry
home not to miss a certain programme. And we talk about the audience
behaviour of our dear and loved: ‘He’s a TV slave, always sitting in front
of the television” or ‘She’s not at all interested in sports, so I've bought
another television set’, or ‘The kids want to watch Cosby and I usually join
them. It’s nice and cosy for all of us.” The way we as viewers and listeners
perceive ourselves as audience may be labelled metacognitions! or simply
a meta-perspective on the audience.

This view from the inside partly differs from the concept of audience
as some collective entity, implying that a single person is not an audience.
Both broadcasting institutions and academic research usually have some
abstract collective in mind when studying and theorizing audiences.
Public service and commercial television broadcasting institutions, for
instance, spend large sums of money to obtain daily audience ratings,
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that is, aggregated quantitative data. Behind this, we find the logic of
regarding audiences as commodity more than as experiencing subjects.
Basically it is not the audience which is important, but audience figures
(Weibull, 1995). The technique of measuring audiences with people
meters sometimes does not even require watching or paying any atten-
tion to television. Being present in the room (with the television set on,
which is automatically recorded) is sufficient for registering as audience
(Gane, 1994). This seems to be in line with Hartley’s claim that an audi-
ence is nothing but a discursive construction: ‘Audiences may be
imagined empirically, theoretically, or politically, but in all cases the prod-
uct is a fiction which serves the needs of the imagining institution’ (1987:
125).

Ang (1991) takes a more moderate position, claiming that there are at
least two ways of conceptualizing the audience. She emphasizes the dif-
ference between the institutional view on the audience as discursive
construct and the social world of actual audiences. The latter refers to ‘the
infinite, contradictory, dispersed and dynamic practices and experiences of
television audiencehood enacted by people in their everyday lives’ (1991:
13).

From the horizon of people’s everyday lives, audiencehood mostly has
a concrete personal angle far from conceptualizations of the audience as a
mass, as a market, as a lifestyle, or other discursive constructions. People
usually think and talk about specific individuals and their interactions
with the media, such as about themselves, their mothers and fathers, their
children, friends, and so on. People may further refer to small collectives,
for instance a specific family or a peer group, which they have personally
experienced as an audience or heard about. The personal is, however,
embedded in cognitions about cultural norms and ideologies from which
people evaluate the audience behaviour of themselves and of others.
Everyday cognitions also to a certain extent contain general notions about
social categories. People have ideas about abstract collectives as audiences,
such as men, women, children, young people or ethnic groups. I will dis-
cuss some general notions of this type under the heading ‘third-person
effects’.

The picture given is also inevitably a discursive construction since we as
academics always will study and write our stories about social phenomena
through a ‘scientific prism’. Whatever subject matter we focus on, our pic-
ture will be coloured by the methods, theories and preknowledge we use.
But giving voice to the audience via self-reports, in-depth interviews
and/ or observations in natural social settings are, nevertheless, the closest
we can come to actual audiences.

I will illustrate my arguments with utterances about audiencehood
taken from a corpus of reception interviews which I have conducted in var-
ious studies over several years.
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Moral stances

People often judge their own television viewing morally. Television view-
ing is seen as a less useful and satisfying leisure activity than other
activities (Argyle, 1996; Hagen, 1996). It is considered passive to sit in front
of the television, and after an evening’s watching people sometimes may
have the feeling of having wasted their time. When asked about what tele-
vision means to them, people I have interviewed have started by saying
quite indifferent things like: ‘It's good company when you don’t have any-
thing else to do’; ‘When you're tired it’s easier watching television than
reading a book’; ‘Television doesn’t mean very much. But I watch. It’s a fix-
ation’; or ‘I guess I'd miss it if it wasn’t there. But it doesn’t mean much.
Entertainment of course.” A middle-aged prison warden, who spoke about
a good deal of television viewing, compared television with a child’s
dummy, which he attributed a passive role (he had three children himself
and his wife took care of other children as well):

Television doesn’t mean very much. It’s sitting idle. It's old man’sdummy so to
speak. You watch television as kids suck their thumbs. Really, it helps to pass the
time. It's not even relaxation, because then you may do so many other things.

Interestingly, comforters like children’s dummies, thumbs or security blan-
kets are ascribed a very important meaning for the child in Winnicott’s
(1953) theory, but parents often have ambivalent thoughts about them,
especially when the child is no longer a baby. The metaphoric utterance
about television as an old mans dummy not only underlines passivity and
something useless, but also implies that television viewing may be seen as
an immature comforting behaviour. People with high levels of education
are even more likely to experience television viewing as indolent
(Alasuutari, 1992; Hagen, 1996; McQuail, 1994).

The disparagement of television viewing, in a European context, may be
a reflection of the collective Lutheran heritage, or other ideological influ-
ences for that matter, which says that we should work by the sweat of our
brows. We should do our duty. Or it may very well also be part of a uni-
versal human wisdom, necessary for the survival of the human species, to
highly evaluate the hard-working individual but to look down upon the
lazy hedonist. Further, living in postmodern Western societies, we may
simply feel a collective shame for having so much leisure time compared
with earlier generations — parents and grandparents — who led more stren-
uous lives, and had very little time to just sit down. It is hard to feel
strenuous when you ‘only’ watch television.

Not all viewers are ‘moralists’, however. Jensen et al. (1994) show that
there also are ‘hedonists’ and ‘pragmatists’, with clearly positive attitudes
towards television, among viewers.

Gender roles in the family have an impact on our metacognitions.
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Morley shows in his family interviews that women, in particular, feel
unproductive as an audience if they do not combine viewing with some
domestic activity, for example ironing or other housework: ‘I knit because
I think I am wasting my time just watching’ (1986: 151). The men he inter-
viewed did not express the same compulsion to be productive as an
audience. For the husbands, homes were defined in opposition to working
places as sites of leisure. For the wives, of which many were housewives,
homes were workplaces and there were no natural borderlines between
work and leisure. Even women with daily work outside the home mostly
have the responsibility for the housework, so that the difference between
housewives and women at work may not be so large.

When we communicate about television as a general social phenome-
non, we may express a distinct moral standpoint about being a television
audience. At a more specific level the picture is more complex. We may
conceive ourselves as good or bad viewers in relation to different genres.
Sometimes being an audience is associated with feelings of guilt — we
ought not to see soaps — other times with feelings of doing our duty as
good citizens.

Television genres are evaluated differently, and, as Alasuutari (1992)
shows, they canbe placed in a value hierarchy. Some genres are considered
to be worth more than others. Informative programmes, such as news,
documentaries and nature programmes, are placed at the top of the hier-
archy, and action series and soap operas are placed at the bottom. This is
confirmed by quality ratings, which show much lower quality scores for
light entertainment, series and soap operas than for news, current affairs
and documentaries. The informative genres are given the highest scores by
the audience (Gunter and Wober, 1992).

When asked about what news and fiction on television mean for them,
working-class and middle-class viewers whom I have interviewed have
expressed the high value of news compared to fiction (Hoijer, 1995). You
cannot really live without news but, if necessary, it is possible to give up
television fiction:

We need the news because it’s about global matters. We have to follow what'’s
going on in the world. (Male viewer)

The most important thing on television is the news. If I had to choose just one
thing on TV I would pick out the news. I can live without fiction. (Male viewer)

I just have to see the news. It's a must. After all, it might be something serious.
The other - fiction — I watch with a smile. It’s just casual watching. (Female
viewer)

In the last quotation above we also see how genres are connected with
viewing ambitions. Some genres can be watched more passively than
others. I will return to this under the heading mental effort.
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Morley (1986) found that male viewers emphasized the importance of
news much more than female, but I found no such gender difference in
Sweden. Neither did Hagen (1992) in her study of Norwegian viewers.
This probably reflects the fact that women are out at work to a very high
degree — almost as high as men — in the Nordic countries as compared to
Great Britain. Having a social role as an employee may mean you increase
the informational uses as well as the legitimating uses of news (Jensen,
1995).

Alasuutari makes a very important statement when he says about the
value hierarchy that it ‘reflects a collectively adopted moral code in the
sense that it is independent of the programmes the individual watches’
(1995: 127). As in other aspects of life, our behaviour is not necessarily in
accordance with our ideals or moral stances. Scrutinizing quantitative
audience data, Gunter and Wober also note that ‘viewers are capable of
watching and liking programmes which they themselves say are of low
quality” (1992: 80).

As viewers we are usually somewhat omnivorous beings. We watch
both news and other factual programmes, different types of fiction and all
sorts of entertainment programmes (Findahl, 1991). Barwise and Ehrenberg
(1988) conclude that television makes it possible for people to concentrate
their viewing around one or two single genres, but most people do not.
Instead, they prefer variation. This is not to say that there are no viewers or
no demographic groups with more specific preferences. Young people, for
instance, watch news and factual programmes less than others, and young
and middle-aged women do not watch sports programmes as much as
others, and male viewers watch action series more than female viewers,
who, in their turn, watch romantic series more (Abrahamsson, 1993).
Nevertheless, most of us like to see a little of everything.

The elevation of news viewing

News viewing is ruled by our social ambitions to be informed citizens, and
here we may daily practise our responsibilities as citizens (Hagen, 1992;
Jensen, 1995). It is ‘perceived as a social duty; as part of a citizen’s obliga-
tion to be informed. In other words, watching the program is perceived as
a part of being well-oriented, which is essential to people’s constructions of
their citizen identities’ (Hagen, 1992: 281). Accordingly, news viewing is
attributed high importance by the audience. The word ‘must’ is often used
in discourses about news viewing but seldom in relation to fiction viewing
(Hoijer, 1995). It is, as Jensen says ‘an activity which must be attended to
before one can “relax” or “go out”’ (1995: 79). Not watching the news may
even be considered blameworthy: ‘I am not a very good news viewer,
said a woman I interviewed. As an audience we seem to have incorporated
the ideology of news as a political genre; not necessarily as a resource for
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political practice, however, but as a ‘daily forum for the viewers’ reasser-
tion of their political competence within a representative form of
democracy’ (Jensen, 1995: 89).

Social identities in the form of citizen roles are certainly present in our
conceptualizations as news viewers, but it is important not to reduce news
viewing to only social duties. It is quite unbelievable that people choose to
watch news night after night and sometimes several times a day only in
order to perform their social duties. An alternative explanation is to regard
news viewing as ritual behaviour, repeated because it has become a daily
habit (cf. Lull, 1988). This may partly be true. A great deal of our everyday
activities are habits which easily become rituals in the sense that they are
more repressed than conscious choices. Other processes may also be
involved in news viewing. A human being strives to expand his or her
knowledge about the world. Learning to know the world and widen one’s
knowledge is a strong prime mover already in us as very small children.
According to Maria Montessori (1987 [1949)), the child is born with a uni-
versal conquering mind. Maybe we as adults do not have the same
appetite for knowledge as a child, but we still want to know about things
behind the mountains. We want to confirm and widen our cognitions
about social and political reality, and news viewing may be regarded as a
continuation of the universal conquering mind of the child.?

That news viewing is quite complex and may evoke ambivalent feelings
in the audience has been shown by Hagen (1994). I will return to this later.

Mental effort

Salomon (1979) found that American and Israeli children had different
attitudes towards television which resulted in different viewing strategies.
Children in Israel regarded television as a more serious and informative
medium than children in the USA, and as audiences they were prepared to
invest more mental effort in their viewing than American children. We
probably also will find similar differences between adult audiences in
European countries with a long tradition of public service television com-
pared to audiences in the USA where commercial television, with its focus
on entertainment, has dominated.

In the Nordic countries, for instance, with a history of publicservice tele-
vision monopoly, broken not until the late eighties, average viewing is very
much lower (a good two hours per day) than in the USA (a good five hours
per day), and television is regarded as a medium to watch fairly attentively
in the evenings. Morning television has not become especially successful and
has quite low audience figures, and even though audiences have found their
way to satellite and commercial channels, the total viewing time has
increased amazingly little. In Great Britain, the amount of actual viewing has
also changed very little despite an increase in number of channels and hours
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of broadcasting (Sharot, 1994). Basic viewing habits, embedded in the flow of
everyday activities, acquired through socialization and formed during many
years of viewing, change only slowly. Young generations will probably be
more willing to form new viewing habits, but it takes time.

On the whole, in countries with strong public service television, audi-
ences expect television to provide entertainment as well as information
and popular education. They are prepared to invest some mental effort in
learning from television. In Sweden on average a good 40 per cent of view-
ing time is devoted to informative programmes (Hoijer, 1995). British
audiences devote approximately 30 per cent to ‘more demanding pro-
grammes’ (information, features, news, etc.) and 60 per cent to
entertainment programmes (game shows, light drama, sport, etc.). The
remaining percentage includes children’s and educational programmes
(Barwise and Ehrenberg, 1988).

Conceptualizations of mental effort are apparently also part of audi-
ences’ specific genre expectations. We conceive of our roles as audiences
very differently in relation to different genres, and we usually have no
problems with changing roles. For example, we may regard our audience
role as more active and mentally demanding in relation to news than in
relation to fiction.

A resting-place for the mind

Fiction is so obviously connected with relaxation and entertainment that
viewers I have interviewed have said that a good thing about watching fic-
tion is that you can ‘relax your brain’. It is something you can ‘watch with
a smile’, or ‘just sit idle’ doing. In the two extracts below from interviews,
we see how very differently people perceive their audience role when they
contrast news viewing and fiction viewing (Hoijer, 1995):

You watch fictionand you don’t need to think about anything else then. You can
relax your brain. When you watch the news you must be more alert and watch
more actively. (Female viewer)

When I watch fiction I just sit idle. It's only entertainment. I don’t expect to learn
something, being informed or getting knowledge. That’s from news and then I
need to be more active. (Male viewer)

Some viewers also make it physically much more comfortable for them-
selves when they watch fiction as compared to watching news. They wrap
themselves up in a rug, make themselves cosy on the couch, or place some-
thing to eat and drink on the table. Studies also show that audiences more
often relax with a cup of coffee when they watch fiction programmes than
during news viewing (Gahlin, 1989).
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Although we as viewers subjectively experience less mental effort when
we watch fiction compared to news, sometimes believing even that we do
not need to use our brains at all, interpretation of fiction also implies
mental activity, otherwise we would be unable to make sense of fiction pro-
grammes. As one viewer said about her fiction viewing, the low level of
mental effort is connected to an experience of shutting the door on troubled
thoughts:

It is to empty your head of all the thoughts you have had all day long — you can
relax yourbrain. It’s resting your eyes without needing to think. And that’s very
nice to do now and then - rest your eyes and devote yourself to a world of imag-
ination’. (Female viewer)

To shut the door on troubling thoughts is not done with a conscious mental
effort to suppress thoughts. It is something which just happens in the
viewing process when we are caught by the narrative. It is experienced as
arestfor themind, which at other times is busy with thoughts about what
we need and ought to do, about duties and responsibilities. Other studies
confirm such an escapist element especially in audiences’” discourses about
glamorous popular fiction (Livingstone, 1988; Radway, 1987; Silj, 1988).

We need to distinguish between types of fiction. Social realistic fiction in
television, for instance, does invite audiences to think more about them-
selves. Viewers usually will find connections between the narratives and
their own experiences; processes of recognition and identification are acti-
vated; and generalizations come to mind (Hoijer, 1995, 1996). In audiences’
judgements of their own viewing, this is conceived of as a higher level of
emotional engagement and stronger elements of learning compared to
watching more glamorous and non-realistic popular fiction (Hoijer, 1995;
Livingstone, 1988). This is in conjunction with Alasuutari’s argument that
ethical realism is highly valued among Finnish viewers. As an audience,
we learn about what life is like for ordinary people, and ‘fictional stories
should not lead us into believing that life is too easy’ (Alasuutari,
1992: 577).

Learning is usually perceived as more demanding than ‘just being enter-
tained’. Audiences put the strongest emphasis on learning in relation to
news, and they experience themselves being more active as news viewers
(see above). “You take it more seriously,” as a viewer said.

The dilemmas of being an audience for violent news

Audiencehood takes a turn for the worse when we meet pictures of vio-
lence in the news, especially of innocent victims of war or other violent
events. Exposure to such pictures has increased considerably in television
news (Cronstrom, 1994), and the conjunction between the private and
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social lives of viewers and reports about inconceivable violence, with the
exposure of corpses and wounded and injured victims, gives rise to many
dilemmas with conflicting feelings and thoughts.

Sitting in our warm and cosy living rooms we witness brutal events in
the world outside, the death and suffering of others. We may only think of
pictures we all have seen of the swollen dead bodies in the rivers of
Rwanda or of burned corpses, mutilated people and blood pools in Bosnia.
Since news viewing is an ordinary and socially desirable practice, we must
as viewers handle evidence about the evil as part of this social practice.
Studies show how problematic this can be and how audiences develop dif-
ferent strategies to cope with the situation (Hoéijer, 1994). In audiences’
discourses about viewing violent news several dilemmas emerge.?

To be able to watch the news at all, the viewer must protect himself or
herself by, for instance, fending off the violence: ‘If you reacted to all the
violence that’s shown on the television news you wouldn’t stand watching
the news.” Not watching the news, however, which is a potential way to
avoid shocking violence, is regarded as an undesirable act. Another social
dilemma implies a conflict between being upset by the violence in news
programmes and performing other social duties of daily life: ‘I feel sick and
can start crying when I watch the violence. But it’s my responsibility to
care for my children when I come home since I work long hours. I can’t sit
in the couch with feelings of suffering for the shape the world is in.’

Furthermore, the uniting of activities and obligations of daily life with
conceptions about being a good citizen reacting against violence poses a
moral dilemma: ‘Most of all I get mad over myself for not doing anything
or taking any initiative. It's a matter of priorities. You can’t blame it on not
having time for it. The little you can do seems just ordinary but we all are
busy doing our own businesses.” The dilemma may also imply contradic-
tory feelings between the wish to avoid viewing violence and the wish to
acquaint oneself with the violence in order to be informed about what is
going on: “You don’t want to watch it but then you have to. Many times I'm
telling myself not to watch it. I know it’s only going to be about something
violent. You're ambivalent but you do watch it after all. It's your duty to
know about matters.’

Here again we see how deeply the ideology of enlightenment is rooted
in the audience’s mind. This is also obvious in a dilemma related to par-
enthood and thoughts about children and violence in the news: “You want
to protect your children. I really wish the kids never had to watch violent
news but at the same time I can’t forbid them to watch it. Children have to
learn about what is going on.’

Tobe an audience to the depiction of documentary violence in the news
may also imply deeper emotional dilemmas within the individual
Violence is traumatic for everybody since it deals with suffering and death.
Hearing about and watching violence may be filled with agony because it
awakens mortal fears within ourselves or painful remembrances of the
deaths of our relatives. Among immigrants from Latin America, alarming
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memories of violence against themselves or other people in their countries
were brought to the fore when they watched violent news (Pereira-
Norrman, 1994). But still they watched news containing violence because
they wanted to be informed citizens.*

Third-person effects

Studies of self—other perceptions of media impact point out that people use
different criteria to make judgements about themselves as an audience
and judgements about others (see Gunther and Thorson, 1992). We may,
for instance, believe that others are more influenced by mass media texts
than we are ourselves. This phenomenon has been called the third-person
effect (Davidson, 1983).

In a study about citizens’ social worries for the future (Dahlgren and
Hoijer, 1996), many expressed the view that other people were much more
influenced by mass media than they were themselves; for example, the fact
that news very much focuses on negative and tragic events and that this
creates concern among people — not oneself as an audience member
though — and a pessimistic view of society. ‘My friends usually turn pale
when they watch the news,” as a young man expressed it. ‘Weak’ groups in
society, such as elderly people, women, youths and children, are pointed to
as most easily influenced, and questions of violence are often focused on.
The two quotations below further illustrate how perspectives of gender
may influence our cognitions:

The media really have a large impact on others. Just look at all the young girls
and old ladies who don’t dare to be outdoors after five o’clock in the afternoon.
It’s all through media who create this fear. (Male viewer)

If the media didn’t report about violence it would disappear. Today everything
that happens throughout the world is reported about and it is almost only vio-
lence. It becomes transmitted in this way. Boys and men become violent. Young
folks — it’s acceptable to be violent. There is a risk that everybody will arm
themselves because they are anxious. (Female viewer)

Third-person effects are often related to opinions about the media, for
example opinions about the reporting of violence in the news. In this case
they may be used either to justify restrictions or to emphasize the necessity
of reporting about violence (Hoéijer, 1994). One notion is that it is bad for
children to see violence, hence showing it must therefore be restricted:
“You don’t have to show violence. Children can’t handle the violence.
Another notion emphasizes harmful effects on young people. They might
commit violent acts themselves, and for this reason violence should be
restricted: ‘It isn’t necessary to show it. The more violence is shown, the
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more violence we get. Especially the young folks are inspired by it.” Butwe
also find opposite ideas about third-person effects related to violent news.
Young people should be exposed to documentary violence in order to
learn to understand the real consequences of the violence in society in
contrast to the glamorization of violence in fiction: ‘It's good for young
people to watch what’s going on. Otherwise they don't believe it’s true’.

Discussion

As we have seen, people haveideas about themselves and others as tele-
vision audiences. However, it is hard to assess the extent to which the
quotations presented above, indicating different cognitions, are construc-
tions of discursive situations, such as interviews which frequently have
been used in the studies reported on, or if people in private also think
about themselves as audiences in the same way. We must touch upon the-
ories of identity, and, depending on the theoretical perspective, we may
have very different views on identity construction (cf., Dickerson, 1996).
Some stress the role of language, especially discursive and dialogical prac-
tices, while others point to the role of practical activities. Still others see
identity primarily as a psychic unit which can be brought to the fore in, for
instance, a therapeutic interview.

To a certain extent we do produce different versions of identity in dif-
ferent discursive contexts, but it is also reasonable to assume that we carry
within us identities in the form of cognitive self-schemas formed in all
kinds of social interaction with the world. Self-schemas may be vague and
full of contradictions. Neither is perceiving oneself as an audience member
the most prominent in a person’s identity construction, whether it occurs
in conversations or in the form of inner thoughts or preconscious concep-
tualizations. And as academic researchers we must admit that our picture
of the audience is always coloured by research methods and perspectives.
The picture that has been presented here shows that people have some
audience identity, partly in the form of collective ideals about being an
audience and partly in the form of ideas about one’s own and about other
people’s audiencehood.

Metacognitions on audiencehood are as much stamped by culture and
ideologies as are other practices and social roles. According to Billig et al.
(1988), everyday thinking has a dilemmatic quality, that is, it contains con-
tradicting themes and conceptualizations. Ordinary life, in work and
private, is shaped by social and moral dilemmas. Sometimes we are aware
of them, other times not.

The contradictions and dilemmas we find in audiencehood are quite
typical of everyday thinking in Western culture, and nothing unique to the
social practice of being an audience. We have assimilated cultural norms
and ideologies linked to enlightenment and ethics praising productivity



190 RETHINKING THE MEDIA AUDIENCE

and hard work, and they have an impact on our cognitions of human
behaviour in general. According to Lakoff and Johnson, we have a con-
ceptual reference point or a cultural basis in our experience for viewing
ourselves as ‘more ur than bown, more FrRoNT than Back, more AcTive than pas-
sive, more coop than sap’ (1980, 132). We use the metaphoric configuration
in associating values to social acts. We may see how television viewing
becomes problematic in this cultural orientation. We sit down, so we are
more down than up and not vice versa, which, historically at least, implies
a higher degree of human activity. At an overall level we conceive our-
selves as passive when we sit down and just watch television, and this is
bad. We are not doing some good. But if we have worked hard during the
day, especially with our bodies, we may relax with television and permit
ourselves a little entertainment. It is also possible to understand why we
find the most ambivalent views on television among people with high
education if we consider that professionals sit down when they work. In
professionals’ minds their bodies need some activity in upright positions
and not to be further placed in passive down positions in front of the tele-
vision screen.

The front-back dimension seems a little harder to apply. Watching tele-
vision does take place in front of the television set, but metaphorically
more important is that we are spectators not involved in the events on the
screen. We are not in the forefront ourselves, but rather in the background.
The foreground is something taking place on the screen out of our control.
We are obliged to take a back seat.

Cognitions of audiencehood in relation to different genres give a some-
what different picture. As news viewers we usually feel ourselves active,
but fiction viewing is regarded as a more passive audiencehood. We may
further consider ourselves at least a little in the front when we update our
world knowledge via daily news compared to fiction, which is primarily
associated with pleasure. Accordingly, we also evaluate news and infor-
mative genres higher than fiction and entertainment. As news viewers we
may even conceive of ourselves as good citizens, but watching soap operas
sometimes makes us feel bad. It is a genre that many conceive of as down
if we use the metaphoric configuration above, that is, low or lowbrow.
This is probably partly formed by public discourses about genres, such as
discussions of high and low culture, quality, and so on, and partly by our
own direct experiences of genres.

However, neither is news viewing solely a ‘good-feeling’ activity. There
are many ambivalences and dilemmas also in this audiencehood, which
can be especially dilemmatic when we watch violent news. We then
become passive witnesses to innocent victims of brutal violence. The active
news viewer role becomes overpowered by the passive witness role, and as
an audience we here come to a critical point.

The active—passive dimension is central, explicitly or implicitly, in dif-
ferent accounts of audiences. It is obviously so in audiences’
metacognitions, in audiences’ notions of the audience. It is also central in
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political discourses about democracy and citizenship (Dahlgren, 1995),
and in broadcasting ideologies, especially those based on social responsi-
bility models, that is, the public service tradition. Finally, it has been and
still is a central dimension in social science and humanistic research on
audiences.

Common to all accounts is the ideal that active is better than passive.
Social science and humanistic research on audiences argues about who
has said that the audience is most active and who said it first. People in
general evaluate active audiencehood higher than passive. Public service
television in general emphasizes audiences as active citizens who
strengthen their social, cultural and political engagements by viewing.
Obligations in relation to democracy are, for instance, overarching objec-
tives for most European public service companies (Diffusion Special, 1995),
which call for active audiences watching news and information pro-
grammes (Lund, 1996). Many television companies, irrespective of
whether they are commercial or not, strongly underline the value of the
active imbued news genre. It is the flagship in programming.

But there are gaps, as in thinking and in human activities in general,
between ideals and practices. Audiences practise not only active audi-
encehood, that is, watch demanding programmes; they also practise what
they regard as passive audiencehood to an even greater extent. Public ser-
vice television increases its output of light entertainment and focuses on
audience ratings. Academic research, especially the cultural studies tradi-
tion, celebrates all audiencehood as active, and seems unable to make
distinctions with regard to active-passive dimensions between any genres
or social uses. In my view we should deepen our theoretical and empirical
understanding of the concepts of active and passive without falling into
the trap that being active is always best for the audience.

Notes

1. For a discussion of the concept of metacognition, see, for example, Jones and
Idol (1990).

2. Entertainment and relaxation may also be part of news consumption. This
was shown already by Schramm (1949), and has later been confirmed by uses and
gratifications studies (e.g. Wenner, 1985).

3. The quotations in the following are from two studies, onewithin-depth inter-
views with a small number of viewers, the other based on telephone interviews
with a representative sample of over 500 news viewers (see Hoijer, 1994).

4. There are differences between demographically constituted audience groups
in their reactions to violent news, and in the strategies they use to handle depictions
of realistic violence. One strategy is to harden oneself in order not to become
unpleasantly affected by watching violent news. This is a more common reaction
among male viewers than among female viewers, and also more common among
younger viewers. For female viewers it is harder to stand watching violent news.
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They more often shut their eyes, look away or become sad. Such reactions are also
more common among the elderly (Hoijer, 1994).
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‘TO BOLDLY GO . .’
The ‘Third Generation” of
Reception Studies

David Morley

The work collected together in this volume is, as its editor, Pertti
Alasuutari, suggests in the introduction, most notable for the shift of atten-
tion and emphasis it displays in conceiving of ‘the media and media
messages in a broader sense than just as an encoded text to be then
decoded by a particular “interpretive community”’. This focus on the ques-
tion of ‘the cultural community” which inspires the attempt here to map the
landmarks of the new ‘mediascapes’ in which we find ourselves (and the
‘metacognitions” we have of them, as Hoijer puts it), is very much to be
welcomed. In making this move, we are then able to go beyond the evalu-
ation of the effects of any particular media message, the better to
investigate, as Alasuutari suggests, the premises which underlie and con-
stitute the discourses through and within which ‘the media’ (and their
‘effects’ or ‘uses’) become an object of research and concern. The emphasis
thus shifts, as he observes, to the analysis of discourses on the media and
their contents ‘as a topic in its own right’ rather than ‘as a lens through
which to peek into individual acts of reception’. Here Alasuutari’s argu-
ment offers an interesting parallel to Pollock’s (1976 [1955]) critique of the
very concept of individual opinion. Pollock simply observed that ‘the very
assumption that there exists the opinion of every individual is dubious’, in
so far as ‘individual opinion, which appears to current opinion research to
be the elementary unit, is in fact an extremely derivative, mediated thing’
(1976 [1955]: 228, 233). Similarly, Alasuutari rightly insists on moving
beyond the investigation of individual instances of media reception in iso-
lation, to focus rather on the discourses through which our very sense of
the (different) media, of ourselves as their audience, and of our involve-
ments with them, are constituted.
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The slippery slope of intellectual progress

However, some degree of caution is necessary here. Ann Gray rightly
warns of the potential dangers confronting any schematic overview of
work in this field which attempts to establish too clear and one-directional
a storyline. In this case, a meta-narrative of progress, characterized by a
series of clear epistemological/methodological ‘breaks’, would evidently
be unhelpful. Happily, the authors here are themselves alert to this danger.
Thus, in the Introduction, Alasuutari notes that, in pursuing the question
of understanding the discourses of our current media culture ‘[o]ne does
not necessarily abandon ethnographic case studies of audiences and analy-
ses of individual programmes’ —rather, one reframes and recontextualizes
them in a new way.

If the history of intellectual work can, by definition, only be told ret-
rospectively, it remains none the less important, as Schreder recognizes,
to appreciate the value of previous analytical insights ‘in the historical
academic context in which they were presented’. Gray offers an illumi-
nating example of this, when she draws on Stuart Hall’s retrospective
comments on his development of the ‘encoding/decoding’ model. In
them, Hall makes it quite clear that in its initial version, the model was
developed for quite specific polemical purposes, with the object of dis-
lodging one particular alternative approach (that of the Leicester Centre
for Mass Communications Research under the direction of James
Halloran). In this connection, anyone interested in my own take on the
historiographical questions at stake in writing the history of research in
this field can readily consult the debate between myself and my colleague
James Curran (in Curran et al,, 1996). Curran’s argument there is that
what he calls the ‘new revisionism’ (what is called here the ‘second gen-
eration’ of reception studies) has done nothing more than reinvent the
wheel of earlier sociological work in this field, and is therefore involved
in an unconsciously circular (if not regressive) rather than linear/pro-
gressive movement. In the context of that debate, I was at pains to stress
the significant differences and genuine advances made in recent years by
the first and second generation scholars involved in the study of media
consumption. However, it does not help to overstate these differences. I
argued in that debate that the subsequent history of research always cre-
ates new precursors for itself — in the sense of making newly visible
earlier work which had previously been little regarded. None the less,
and notwithstanding the inevitable politics of the writing of history (it
could always be written differently and any given history will, no doubt,
in time, be rewritten), our understanding of the relation of new work to
old is crucial.

My own feeling is that rather than thinking in terms of a linear succes-
sion of truths, paradigms or models, each displacing the previous one, in
some triumphal progress, we may be better served by a multidimensional
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model. By this I mean to suggest simply that what is often at stake in intel-
lectual progress is how to build new insights into (or onto) the old, rather
than how to entirely replace the old with the new. Perspectives and models
are always developed within some particular intellectual context, in rela-
tion to the intellectual and political protagonists of that moment. The
demands of some given context often require an emphasis on some par-
ticular aspect or issue in our research — emphases which, after a time, and
in a new context, may well be no longer necessary.

To put the matter in more autobiographical terms, when my own
research shifted in emphasis, from the focus on the interpretation of a par-
ticular programme in the Nationwide (Morley, 1980; Morley and Brunsden,
1998) work to the study of practices of media consumption, in Family
Television (Morley, 1986), this was not because I no longer believed that the
interpretation of programmes mattered. Rather, I was attempting to recon-
textualize the original analysis of programme interpretations by placing
them in the broader frame of the domestic context in which television
viewing, as a practice, is routinely conducted. This was not to argue for the
supersession of the one concern by the other, but rather to attempt to move
towards a model of media consumption capable of dealing simultaneously
with the transmission of programmes/contents/ideologies (the vertical
dimension of power) and with their inscription in the everyday practices
through which media content is incorporated into daily life (the horizon-
tal dimension of ritual and participation). My own view is that it is crucial,
as Alasuutari suggests, that, similarly, the transition (if such there be) from
a second to a third generation of reception studies should be one in which
that emphasis on viewing practices, rather than itself being abandoned,
should now be reframed within the new focus on the broader discourses
within which media audiences are themselves constructed and inscribed.

Of course, it could simply be that, representing, as I do, work charac-
terized here as belonging to an earlier ‘generation’ of audience studies, I
now offer this more gradualist (or incremental) model of intellectual
progress precisely because I feel uneasy about the way in which the ‘new
generation’ of scholars in this field may perhaps entirely displace/decen-
tre my own concerns. To reverse the issue for a moment, I can certainly
recall previous moments when I highlighted my own differences with ear-
lier scholars and models more sharply than I subsequently thought helpful.
Thus, for example, my polemical comments on ‘uses and gratifications’ in
The Nationwide Audience contrast strongly with those made a few years
later, in Family Television, where I began to develop the outline of the mul-
tidimensional model outlined above, and attempted to indicate how
elements of the ‘uses and gratifications’ model could, in fact, usefully be
incorporated into what is called here the ‘second generation’ of work in
this field. In now urging the advantages of this ‘inclusive’ model of intel-
lectual progress, I can only hope that I am doing something more than
expressing an unhelpful conservatism, motivated unconsciously by the
desire to defend my personal investment in a set of positions and
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arguments which may well, for the good of the field, genuinely need to be
quite transcended!

Methodological byways and journeys to
surprising destinations

In this context, the perceptive comments on questions of methodology
offered by Kim Schreder (in this volume) are exemplary, in my view.
Rather than staking out any absolutist claim for the essential superiority of
any one methodological perspective over all others, Schreder offers a judi-
ciously pragmatic perspective which gives due weight to both the
advantages and ‘opportunity costs’ of a range of different perspectives.
Thus, Schreder gives due weight to the potential problems of ‘anecdotal-
ism’ in qualitative media research and to the dangers to which Birgitta
Hoijer (1990) has rightly noted in relation to the quotations of supposedly
‘typical examples’ from fieldwork, when the use of one or two particularly
vivid ‘instances’ can sometimes persuade us that they ‘represent’ a trend of
some kind — which we cannot, of course, verify. Schreder’s ‘endorsement
of Lewis’ (1991) call for the need to balance the advantages of ‘qualitative
depth’ in our analyses with those of the ‘synthetic organization” of data is
a welcome one to me. Likewise, his comments on the way in which quali-
tative researchers smuggle quasi-quantitative terms (‘often’, ‘many’) into
their analyses, without proper justification, helpfully echoes those made by
Curran (1976) some years ago in defence of quantitative analysis (for
another intelligent defence of the potential of quantitative methods, see
Lewis, 1997).

Schroder’s is an open-handed approach which I, for one, welcome,
sceptical as it is both of the dangers of forms of radical contextualism
which would seem to deny the very possibility of generalization, and of
‘hard’ social science’s fetishization of ‘representativeness’ based on the
virtues of large samples. As Schreder points out, these (larger) ‘samples of
convenience’ are often composed in substantial part of college students,
whose main virtue as a ‘database’ is no more than their ready availability
for sampling purposes.

We do need always to be prepared for the possibility that our research
trajectories will take us to destinations which we had not anticipated. By
way of example, in this connection, we might recall that much cultural
studies work in the 1970s followed a structuralist approach to textual
analysis, which insisted on the need to analyse a TV programme holisti-
cally, rather than dissaggregating it into its constituent parts. On this basis,
content analysis approaches to TV texts were dismissed, precisely because
of their tendency to ‘atomize’ their object of study into a series of bits,
where, it was argued, the sum of the parts was less than the whole.
However, years of ethnographic work in the 1980s have now alerted us to
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the fact that people often don’t watch ‘whole programmes’: they come
into the house, switch the TV on, only pay it intermittent attention, and
often surf between and across simultaneous modes of televisual flow, on
different channels. At which point, one has to ask whether the structural-
ist critique of content analysis was as well founded as it once seemed. In
which case, scholars of the ‘third generation’ of audience studies may need
to go back to reconsider whether those of the ‘first generation” were on the
right track at all in their critique of content analysis, or whether today’s
scholars may need to critically revisit some of the questions which their
predecessors imagined themselves to have resolved for certain.

Public morals, responsible viewing and involved citizens

To my mind, what most distinctively characterizes the new work pre-
sented in this collection is the recurring focus on the question of the ‘moral’
dimension of broadcasting and its consumption. This meta-framework
connects together a whole set of questions about citizenship, appropriate
modes of media consumption and behaviour, and the relative moral value
of factual and fictional programming. Clearly, behind these issues lies a
particular conception of democracy, the public sphere, and the role of
public service broadcasting. In this section I shall concentrate on what is
helpfully revealed in this emphasis, and at the same time on how the very
clarification of these issues necessarily exposes the particular and prob-
lematic premises on which much of this debate rests.

A number of the contributions here focus centrally on the function of the
media as a link to the public sphere, and on the implications of a model of
citizenship in which it is a responsibility of the good citizen to use the
news/factual programming offered by the media to keep him- or herself
well informed about ‘important matters’. In this perspective, news viewing
is a duty (cf. Hagen, 1992, 1994) derived from the romantic ideal of the
democratic citizen and from an enlightenment ideology in which, as one of
Hoijer’s respondents observes, however ambivalent you may feel about
watching unpleasant things on the news, ‘It's your duty to know about
matters’. As Hagen puts it, news viewing is ‘perceived as a social duty; as
part of a citizen’s duty to be informed’ (1992: 281). It is an ‘activity which
must be attended to before one can “relax” or “go out”” (Jensen, 1995: 79).
It is from this moralistic perspective (as Hoijer interestingly observes, with
perhaps a specifically Lutheran perspective, in parts of Scandinavia) that
the news is then seen as ‘the most important thing on television’ (respon-
dent quoted by Hoijer) — and not watching television news can thus be
construed as, in itself, blameworthy, or irresponsible.

As Hagen observes, historically, all of this has taken place in much of
Scandinavia within a particular model of public service television (what
Bondebjerg [1990] has labelled ‘school teachers’ television’, quoted by
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Hagen in this book, page 138), in which the broadcasters have, as a prior-
ity, the ‘missionary’ role of ‘educating’ their audience within the context of
a normative relationship’ based on what Hagen calls a ‘fact contract’
between the media and their consumers.

There are, however, substantial difficulties with this model. Many years
ago, even before the widespread prevalence of television, Lazarsfeld and
Merton characterized the problems facing the viewer who attempts to
use the media to become ‘well informed’, the better to play his or her role
as citizen. They were concerned that exposure to a flood of media infor-
mation might well ‘narcoticize” audiences, rather than motivate them to
action:

The individual reads accounts of issues and problems and may even discuss
alternative lines of action. But this rather intellectualised, remote connection
with organised social action is not activated. The interested and informed citizen
can congratulate himself on his lofty state of interest and information and forget
to see that he has abstained from decision and action. In short he takes his sec-
ondary contact with the world of political reality, his reading and listening and
thinking, as a vicarious performance. He comes to mistake knowing about prob-
lems of the day for doing something about them. He is concerned. He is
informed. And he has all sorts of ideas about what should be done. But after he
has gotten through his dinner and after he has listened to his favoured radio
programmes and after he has read his second paper of the day; it is really time
for bed. In this peculiar respect, mass communication may be included among
the most respectable and efficient of social narcotics. (Lazarsfeld and Merton,
1948, quoted in Morley, 1992: 252)

In a similar way, Brian Groombridge, writing in the early 1970s, pointed to
the fact that, for most people, most of the time, ‘the news’ has little real sig-
nificance for them, in so far as it is not clear what, if anything, can be done
with most of the information received from the news. Hence it is very
badly assimilated, if at all. The audience’s sense of powerlessness over the
world reported on the news thus frames their fundamental attitude
towards any specific news story/report (see Groombridge, 1972). If the
mode of address of traditional public service news and current affairs pro-
gramming can be characterized as ‘serious, official and impersonal [. . .].
Aimed at producing understanding and belief’ (Fiske, quoted in Branston,
1993), then it is clear that the ‘believing subject” which it aims to interpel-
late is by no means always available for conscription. One fundamental
question here concerns the relative importance of ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ on
television. The simple fact (sic) is that most people watch fiction on televi-
sion, most of the time. Notwithstanding this, media studies, in many
places, haslong continued to grant special emphasis and importance to the
study of ‘serious’ factual programming. However, in societies like many of
those in the West, with rapidly declining indices of overall public partici-
pation in political affairs (as measured by voting etc.) and increasing
numbers of people excluded or alienated, for one reason or another, from
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the process of formal politics, on which ‘serious television’ focuses, this
may well be an inadvisable strategy. To transpose a famous saying of
Brecht'’s, it seems as if, the viewers having failed (‘serious’) television,
some in media studies think that it may be necessary to dissolve the audi-
ence and ‘elect’ another. Of course, the other alternative would be to pay
attention to whatever it is that the audience do seem to think is ‘real’,
‘important’ and/or ‘serious’, rather than berate (or ignore) them, when
their choices are at odds with our presumptions (for a fuller discussion of
these issues, see Morley, forthcoming).

Facts, fictions and morals

Alasuutari, in the Introduction, observes that ‘there is a underlying moral-
ity which seems to be based on the conviction that watching television has
to be somehow useful for the individual’. The premise is that ‘merely’
watching television, per se, is in need of legitimation as a proper activity for
an adult citizen. This legitimation is much more easily achieved in the
case of factual programming: as Alasuutari also notes in Chapter 5, ‘With
the exception of the evening news and other current affairs programmes,
people seem to feel a compelling need to explain, defend and justify their
viewing habits’. Conversely ‘whereas people tend to excuse themselves for
watching fiction and serials, they perceive watching the news as a civic
duty. For not watching the daily news programme is something that has to
be accounted for’ (Alasuutari, Introduction).

As Alasuutari notes, beyond the premise of the superior moral value of
factover fiction there are also distinctions of value within the realm of fic-
tion itself. Thus, in the latter context, even the viewing of fiction can
sometimes be redeemed, as long as it is fiction made within the terms of
‘ethical realism’ (Alasuutari (1992) suggests for example ‘films that portray
old country life’) which provide ‘ethically sound models of life’ for the
audience; in effect, another form of (moral) education.

What is striking here is the guilt associated with (unredeemed) televi-
sion viewing in general and, as Héijer puts it, ‘how very differently people
perceive their audience role when they contrast news viewing and fiction
viewing’. Hoijer reports her respondents as talking of how ‘[w]hen you
watch the news you must be more alert and watch more actively” whereas
‘[wlhen [you] watch fiction [youl] just sit idle’. The account Hoéijer goes on
to offer of evidence that some viewers also tend to make themselves much
more physically comfortable (on the couch, wrapped in a rug, perhaps
with refreshments to hand) when watching fiction, as compared to news,
only serves to emphasize the ‘guilty’ nature of the pleasures of the con-
sumption of fiction. Plainly, if the citizen is to do no more than watch TV,
he (and much of the point here is that this way of conceptualizing ‘active
citizenship’ is an implicitly masculine model) must at least sit uprightina
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hard-back chair, alert and paying full attention to some form of factual pro-
gramming, so as to increase his stock of knowledge, and thereby become a
better citizen. Evidently, citizens should not be allowed to get comfort-
able, otherwise their springs of action might perhaps become unbent (in
Hoggart’s deathless phrase) and they be quite emasculated. One remem-
bers here the terrible fate of Flaubert’s Emma Bovary: a woman quite
ruined by her reading of fiction.

The gender of the real

In his Introduction to this volume, Alasuutari helpfully identifies a number
of the simultaneous changes of emphasis that might be used to distin-
guish the first and second generations of audience studies. Those changes
can be (retrospectively) understood to have involved a shift from a focus
on factual to fictional media forms; from questions of knowledge to ques-
tions of pleasure; from programme contents to media functions; from
conventional to identity politics; and, not least, from matters of class to
matters of race, ethnicity and, central to our purposes here, gender.

Over the last few years, there has been a notable backlash against the
work of these ‘second generation’ scholars (myself included), on the part of
those who call for a return to the eternal verities of political economy and
the sociology of mass communications. It has now become the (interest-
ingly Soviet-style) fashion in some quarters to denounce this ‘second
generation’ of cultural studies work as ‘deviationist’, that is, (ir)responsible
for redirecting attention away from the ‘real’ world of parliamentary pol-
itics, hard facts, economic truths (and their ideological misrepresentations
by the media) towards the (by contrast) ‘unimportant’ realm of the domes-
tic functioning of the media and the consumption of fictional pleasures. A
large number of political economists and media sociologists have now
signed up to this critique of what they see as the unfortunate and mis-
guided ‘depoliticization’ of media studies (for examples, see Corner, 1991,
1995; Ferguson and Golding, 1997; Garnham, 1997; Philo and Miller, 1997).

In her essay in this volume, Ann Gray captures the spirit of this critique
most elegantly when she picks out Dennis McQuail’s (1997: 55) extraordi-
nary use of the words ‘flighty and opinionated’ to characterize cultural
studies work in this field. As Gray notes, the supposed ‘loss of critical
energy’ (according to Corner, 1991) involved in, among other things, the
turning of attention to the role of media in the articulation of the public and
private spheres, and the investigation of the deep and complex inscription
of the media in a variety of forms of (necessarily gendered) domesticities,
could only ever be understood as an ‘abandonment’ of politics within a
quite unreflexive and unhelpfully narrow definition of what ‘politics’ is. As
Gray rightly observes, in her critique of Corner, his perspective simply
presumes the greater ‘reality’ and superiority of the ‘public knowledge’
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project (as he terms it) of media studies over all other issues. I would
entirely support Gray when she argues that the definition of ‘politics” and
the valuation of ‘public knowledge’ uncritically enshrined in the very
premises of Corner et al.’s critique must be understood to be heavily gen-
dered (and ‘race’-ed — cf. Husband, 1994; Modood, 1992; Pines, 1992, on the
largely unexamined issue of the ‘whiteness’ of the ‘public sphere’). As Gray
notes, within this perspective ‘the importance of current affairs program-
ming, and of the public knowledge project, is simply taken for granted’, as
is the implicit (and largely naturalized) hierarchization of the ‘power rela-
tions therein, which this representation of the field demonstrates’.

In parallel fashion, Joke Hermes demonstrates how the emergence of
women newsreaders in Dutch TV can be seen to have provoked a crisis in
which the very identity of ‘serious journalism” was seen to be at stake,
simply because of the association of the feminine with ‘non-quality, irra-
tionality, emotionality and the loss of control’. As she notes, drawing on
Rebecca Walkowitz’s (1997) analysis of the ‘Murphy Brown’ affair in the
USA, it is exactly a ‘moment’ such as this that ‘exposes journalism as other
than the “ungendered, objective mediation of truth” [. . .] it sets itself up to
be’ (see also Hermes, 1997). Perhaps Liesbet van Zoonen puts it most
starkly when she notes that the central problem here, which badly needs
addressing, is the way that ‘the public knowledge project tends to become
a new male preserve, concerned with ostensibly gender-neutral issues
such as citizenship, but actually neglecting the problematic relation of non-
white, non-male citizens to the public sphere’ (Van Zoonen, 1994 : 125).
And, one might add, thus far at least, the ‘public knowledge’ project has
largely tended to ignore the cultural dimensions of the economic institu-
tions, market mechanisms and legal processes which are, in fact, integral
(and indeed crucial) to the effective functioning of this sphere.

It would be a great mistake to concede too much to those who call for a
return to the ‘eternal verities’ of sociology or of political economy, as a way
out of the supposed ‘dead ends’ (cf. Philo and Miller, 1997) into which the
second generation of cultural/reception studies work in this field has led
us. To do so would be to accept a quite truncated (and unreflexive) defin-
ition of what constitutes the ‘real’ and/or the ‘political’, built on
unexamined premises in relation to the construction of gender, race and
ethnic identities. The study of the media’s role in the construction (for
some people) of the relationship between the private and the public is log-
ically prior to the study of the media’s contribution to internal dynamics of
that public, ‘political” world itself. The sphere of ‘political communication’
has as its foundation the series of inclusions and exclusions, on the basis of
which only the private, domestic experiences of some categories of people
are connected or (‘mediated” ) to the sphere of citizenship and its ‘morali-
ties’. To use the discourse of this book, here we must be particularly
attentive to the processes of ‘framing’, which constitute the limits (and
shape) of the picture we see within the frame of television’s ‘window of the
world’. It makes all the difference in the world if, for some people, that
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window is wide open, while for others it is double-glazed, to keep out the
noise, or perhaps even nailed shut.

If the ‘third generation’ of reception studies is to fulfil the promise
amply demonstrated by the work in this volume, with its welcome atten-
tion to the (meta-)discourses within which both media consumption and
media scholarshipitself are constituted, then it is to issues of this kind that
it will need, centrally, to addressitself. The ‘morality” of television viewing
(and its objects) and of the discourses of the public sphere are simply too
important to be left to the attentions of fundamentalist political econo-
mists and sociologists of mass communications (cf. Geraghty, 1996).
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